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To the memory 

of 

John H. Humphreys 
1869—1946 


John H. Humphreys was the autlior of what long 
remained the standard book on proportional rep¬ 
resentation and the memorial fund raised on his 
death was used to finance the first edition of the 
present work. 

T his volume is dedicated to the memory of 
one who devoted his life to securing justice 
in political and human relationships. For 
this, John H. Humphreys gave up his own career 
in the Civil Service and its prospects. Over the long 
years he made a detailed and world-wide study of 
the various electoral systems of parliamentary and 
local government. His unrivalled knowledge was 
freely placed at the service of others, whether they 
shared his views or not. 

The underlying inspiration of his life work was 
a deep faith in the moral basis of democracy, by 
which political institutions, with their methods 
and systems, must be tried and judged. Believing 
in fair play for all of sincere convictions, alike for 
opponents and those witli whose views he united, 
he sought to test methods of representation by 
the extent to which they secured this fair play. He 
saw in the use of the single transferable vote the 
best way by which just representation can be 
secured to all sections of a democratic community, 
a way by which even a small minority of citizens 
may make their vote effective. 

From 1905 till his death in 1946 he served as 
Hon. Secretary and then as General Secretary of 
the Proportional Representation Society, col¬ 
lecting and making known the results of existing 
electoral systems and advocating steps for their 
improvement. He travelled widely and his labours 
bore fruit in many countries, in Europe, in the 
Dominions and Colonies, and in the United States 
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of America. His experience and counsel were of 
great importance in the establishment of a more 
effective and equitable system of election in Ire¬ 
land, as regards both local and national govern¬ 
ment. 

He encouraged and helped all who turned to 
him who were working for justice and good will 
in political and industrial life. Cheerful in facing 
difficulties, courteous towards all, patient in 
labour, he met checks and disappointment with 
unselfish courage, with faith in the enduring 
strength of right. By his life and work he has given 
inspiration and help to his colleagues and friends 
and to fellow workers in many lands. 

T. Edmund Harvev 
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Preface to First Edition 


T he discussion of electoral problems is apt to be much 
hindered, and its effectiveness seriously impaired, by 
the importation into it of three disturbing influences: 
party prejudice, confusion between ends and means, and sheer 
ignorance. These are all, of course, closely related, and they 
aid and abet each other’s mischief-making. 

There can be scarcely any area of political discussion in 
which the introduction of party prejudices and the pushing of 
sectional interests arc more out of place than in the field of 
electoral method. Systems of voting and of counting votes are 
the mechanism by means of which the country records and 
measures its reactions to the political issues of the day. As with 
all recording and measuring devices, therefore, it is important 
that these systems should be as accurate, as reliable, and as 
impartial as we can make them. To tamper with them—or to 
tolerate the continuance of their known defects—in the interests 
of a particular party or policy should be regarded as one of the 
things that are simply not done: it is on a par with using false 
weights and measures. 

Here in this country wc have been fortunate enough to 
escape the grosser forms of rigging to which the electoral 
systems of some of our friends overseas have been subjected; 
but we suffer much from the subtler derelictions of those who— 
perhaps hardly realizing what they are about—maintain and 
defend electoral abuses, under the influence of a mistaken 
political philosophy, or to serve the vested interests of established 
party organizations. There is great need of a more widespread 
sense of responsibility in this matter. 

Confusion between ends and means is, of course, a common 
defect of political controversy; but it is more than usually per¬ 
nicious in relation to electoral problems, since here the ends 
involve matters of high principle, while the means are stub¬ 
bornly technical. Until there is a fair measure of agreement on 
ends, therefore, it is futile to try to settle means. Unfortunately, 
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PREFACE TO FIRST EDITION 

even within the countries that adhere to western ideas of demo¬ 
cracy and representative government, there is less agreement 
than might be expected on the fundamental purpose of political 
elections. The crucial divergence is between those who think it 
vital that representation shall be a living reality, and those who 
think it of little importance so long as we get what they call 
‘strong government’. This is a clash of opinion that threatens 
the stability of the whole electoral system, and it needs to be 
faced more candidly and explored more ruthlessly than it 
usually is. It seems probal)le that, if they once really grasped 
the nature of the issue, most democratically-minded people 
would become convinced upholders of the representative prin¬ 
ciple—and would, moreover, be unable to see in it anything 
incompatible with good and efficient government. 

Once the question of ends is settled, there will be little diffi¬ 
culty in deciding on means. The technical possibilities and 
limitations of the various methods of voting and counting are 
now pretty thoroughly understood, and they really give little 
scope for dispute—at least amongst the informed. It is not the 
methods themselves that cause most of the dissension: it is 
either the unresolved conflict of purpose behind them, or 
ignorance of their nature and possibilities. 

Sheer, downright ignorance is, indeed, a major factor in the 
case. It is disturbing to notice how many people—including 
university dons and members of parliament—talk and write 
glibly of the alternative vote, proportional representation, and 
so on, when, as their own words show, they lack even a rudi¬ 
mentary understanding of the processes on which they are so 
ready to pass judgement. This is particularly noticeable 
amongst opponents of electoral reform: they condemn out of 
hand proposals that they have not taken the trouble to under¬ 
stand, and they will not even look at the hard facts on which 
those proposals have been based. The press, the radio, and 
Hansard are full of examples of this kind of thing. 

There is, then, urgent need for a wider interest in, and under¬ 
standing of, electoral problems; and especially is there need for 
intelligent men and women, capable of forming their own 
judgements but in these matters rather at sea, to secure for 
themselves a sound knowledge of the facts, free from bias and 
distortion. Here in this book is a storehouse of information and 
explanation to which such readers may turn with great profit. 
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They will not need, of course, to spend much time on the 
statistical tables and the finer technical points; it is the general 
explanations and descriptions that will best meet their require¬ 
ments. The specialist, on the other hand, who will pass lightly 
over these more general passages, will find in the statistics, the 
historical accounts, and the close discussion of technical 
questions, much that will be of great value to him, especially 
for reference. 

It is beyond dispute that the system of voting and counting 
employed in this country—and not only here—has great 
defects. That is widely recognized, even amongst those who are 
not, as yet, convinced of the urgency of the need for reform. 
The vagaries, the crudities, and the injustices of the system have 
been exposed too often and too thoroughly for there to be any 
doubt about them. Why then is it so difficult to secure a fair 
hearing for the case for reform? Ignorance, timidity, and the 
vested interests of party organizations, all obstruct the way. But 
the most widespread and, in the long run, the most powerful is 
ignorance. If this book helps to dispel that ignorance, it will do 
much to recompense the authors for the heavy labours they 
have put into its preparation, and it will stand as a most appro¬ 
priate memorial to that apostle of representative democracy, 
John Humphreys. 

J. F. S. Ross 
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Preface to Third Edition 


P olitical subjects change while one writes about them, and 
since James Lambert and I produced the first edition of 
Voting in Democracies in 1955 there have been many 
developments. I'he present work is in effect a new (third) 
edition of that book, retaining its original structure but in many 
parts drastically revised. For all this new matter I have sole 
responsibility. 

Enid Lakeman 


Preface to Fourth Edition 


T he publication of the third edition coincided with an 
upsurge of interest in this subject. This wovild appear to 
have been associated with increasing frustration on tlie 
part of the electors, accentuated by their realization that they 
could not, by their votes, influence Britain’s decision on 
whether to join the European Community. ‘Going into Europe’ 
has increased awareness that different countries conduct elec¬ 
tions in different ways, and in 1972 public attention was drawn 
to the single transferable vote form of proportional representa¬ 
tion by its restoration in Northern Ireland for local govern¬ 
ment and Assembly elections. 

The opportunity has therefore been taken to bring the book 
up to date and to expand parts of it dealing especially with 
those matters. 
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CHAPTER I 


The Purposes of Elections 

‘The object of our deliberations is to promote the good pur¬ 
poses for which elections have been instituted, and to prevent 
their inconveniences.’— Edmund Burke, Speech on a Bill for 
Shortening the Duration of Parliaments, 

N early a century after Burke considered the purposes of 
elections, John Stuart Mill was discussing in the first 
chapter of his Representative Government ‘to what extent 
forms of government are a matter of choice’. There exist, he 
says, two conflicting conceptions of what political institutions 
are. Some believe government to be a practical art, in which we 
first decide what purposes we wish to promote and then inquire 
what form of government is best fitted to fulfil those purposes. 
Others hold that forms of government are not a matter of 
choice but must be taken as we find them, as a sort of organic 
growth from the nature and life of a people. Either doctrine. 
Mill says, is absurd if held as an exclusive theory. Political 
institutions are made by man and can be shaped deliberately 
by man; on the other hand, their success or failure depends 
partly on circumstances. The best institutions will fail, in any 
case, if the citizens are unwilling or unable to play their part. 

By Mill’s time it was already taken for granted that our 
parliamentary institutions should rest on a franchise far wider 
than Burke’s contemporaries can have contemplated. During 
the further century that has elapsed since then, there has been 
a vast extension of parliamentary government, but compara¬ 
tively little study of its electoral foundations. John H. Hum¬ 
phreys’ Proportional Representation, published in 1911, remains 
the only comprehensive work of its kind produced in Britain 
until the first edition of the present work appeared in 1955. 
Since it was written, the voting systems he described have been 
applied in many more countries and have been put to the test 
of widely differing conditions. New variations of them have 
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THE PURPOSES OF ELECTIONS 

appeared. Women then had no vote; now they are enfranchised 
on the same terms as men in nearly all democracies. Plural 
voting and property qualifications have disappeared. In the 
United Kingdom the relative strength of the political pardes 
has greatly changed, and the political power ot the old ruling 
class’ has declined. Some countries that had only colonial 
status sixty years ago arc now fully self-governing states. On 
the other hand, the outstanding fact in world affairs today is 
the existence of a challenge to the whole conception of parlia¬ 
mentary democracy. 

It will be our purpose in the later chapters of this book to 
show how closely forms of government are influenced by 
methods of election, and how the political history and idiosyn- 
cracy of different countries have evolved different methods.* 
We shall consider also whether our long experience of voting 
methods suggests that any changes are necessary in the interests 
of good government in our own country. The vagaries of our 
own system could, we know, produce startling results. More¬ 
over, our unwritten British Constitution gives great powers to a 
majority in a House of Commons so elected. A discussion of the 
purposes and methods of election is therefore both timely and 
far from academic. 

For what ‘good purposes’, in Burke’s phrase, have we insti¬ 
tuted the election of our parliaments, our local councils and our 
club committees ? Without at least some measure of agreement 
on the purposes, we can hardly discuss profitably whether our 
own or any other electoral system is well or ill designed. Such 
agreement is, however, not as easy as one would at first suppose. 

That we have come some way towards the greatest common 
measure of agreement is seen in the reasons which have inspired 
us to adopt a system ot election in preference to other methods 
of selecting our rulers. Two such methods are familiar: inheri¬ 
tance, which fills, for instance, a large part of the House of 
Lords; and chance, through the drawing of lots, by which, in 
Britain, individuals are chosen for jury service. Each of these 
methods has its advantages; heredity limits the holders of office 
to those bred and trained for it, while the drawing of lots may 
distribute a certain power and responsibility among all citizens. 
Neither method, however, is acceptable for general use in the 

^ ‘Institutions mould character, and character transforms institutions.’ Bertrand 
Russell, O.M., ‘Reflections on My Eightieth Birthday’, TAe Lisitntr, as May 1952. 
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THE PURPOSES OF ELECTIONS 

government of modem democratic communities. The here¬ 
ditary system tends to establish an oligarchy, whose interests 
may not coincide with those of the governed, and whose rule 
(however benevolent) may diverge from the wishes of the 
majority. It does not ensure that government is vested in the 
most capable hands, and prevents the state from having the 
services of many capable men. Among the objections to selection 
by lot is the abitrary delegation of authority to unwilling 
or unsatisfactory individuals. 

The criticisms which have been made of these two methods of 
allocating power are obviously based on a general theory of 
government. This is the theory that the rxilers whom the people 
are expected to obey should not only rule in their interests but 
also rule according to their wishes; and that the rulers should 
be accepted by the ruled—this acceptance being no mere 
aquiescence but conscious choice. A positive meaning is thus 
given to the ‘consent’ upon which government is supposed to 
rest. So it has become increasingly accepted that the governed 
should elect their rulers, and that they should have the power to 
renew at intervals the authority they give to them. It follows 
that the elected should be prepared to relinquish their powers 
voluntarily, and to submit to a new exercise of the electors’ will, 
when they can no longer claim to possess the confidence of the 
majority. 

Though it may be agreed that the composition of the body 
elected should bear some relation to the wishes of the people 
whose affairs it is to control, there are wide differences of opinion 
about how close that relationship should be. Some may be re¬ 
luctant to accept the wishes of the people, if ascertainable, as 
the only factor which should determine the choice of rulers. 
They may distrust the average elector’s ability to choose wisely, 
and wish to protect him from the results of an unwise choice. 
Some may be chiefly anxious to ensure that a strong and stable 
administration shall emerge. Such an administration, they 
would claim, really represents the dominant wish of the elec¬ 
torate, but its attainment might be thwarted if opportunity 
were allowed for the unlimited expression of subsidiary wishes. 
So a limitation of choice to two disciplined parties seems to 
them to be an advantage. This desire for strong government is 
clearly a reality—so much so that in recent history we have 
seen popular disgust with weak, irresolute government pave the 
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way for acceptance of a dictatorship. It would be foolish for 
any believer in democracy to advocate a system of election if its 
ultimate result would be to destroy the right of holding free 
elections at all. 

The modern intensification of the party system in our own 
country, extending even to local government, and the concen¬ 
tration of power in the hands of the cabinet, would have sur¬ 
prised political thinkers of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. It is claimed that disciplined party government gives 
the stability more than ever needed in a troubled world. But 
such stability may be dearly bought, and may be deceptive, if 
the penalty of the party system is the erection of artificial class 
differences, or a division on political doctrine between opposing 
parties which cannot afford to admit the existence of common 
ground. 

Moreover, even strong supporters of the party system at the 
parliamentary level are less inclined to regard it as a good thing 
in local councils, with their largely administrative functions, or 
in the committees of trade unions, co-operative societies and 
other voluntary associations. A large variety of bodies hold 
elections, and all of them need to be considered. 

That the majority should rule is now an accepted axiom; and 
the British parliament, having acquired the constitutional right 
to grant or refuse consent to the laws proposed by the ministers 
of the Crown, has displaced the old monarchical power, and has 
in theory become virtually supreme in its own right. Yet in the 
present conditions of party conflict, particularly in the case of a 
party government supported by a small majority, or worse still 
a minority, of votes, it is hard to invoke the theory of consent as 
a basis for the claim of the laws to the obedience of the people. 
Have the electors supporting the government the exclusive 
right to speak in the name of the whole people? 

Some political writers have spoken of‘The People’ as if it were 
a single person with one mind and one interest instead of a com¬ 
plex mass of individuals with different purposes and conflicting 
interests. To such writers the problem is easy; the representa¬ 
tive body stands for The People and whatever it decides upon, 
even by a bare majority, is The Voice of The People. We be¬ 
come so accustomed, indeed, to accepting a majority vote that 
we sometimes forget that the majority principle—though 
unavoidable for handling practical affairs of daily life—is not 
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necessarily the only right and safe way of resolving a difficulty, 
particularly when it comes to deciding some great issue of 
principle or policy. ‘ 

The weakness today of the the'.»ry of‘government by consent 
of the governed’ is that it impost. nly a feeble constraint upon 
the power of Parliament itself. A parliament may not only be an 
inaccurate reflection of the re: ; (.pinion of the country; in 
Britain, with no constitutional clic-<.k on its power, the govern¬ 
ment of the day, arrogating to itself a temporary authority, may 
go far beyond the wishes of the people. Some today would there¬ 
fore like to see an approach to the conception of Parliament as a 
‘Council of State’ in which greater stress would be laid upon 
agreement after free discussion. There may be something to 
learn, in this connexion, from the practice of the Society of 
Friends in gathering ‘the sense of the meeting’. But it is certain 
that this cannot be achieved in a parliament rigidly divided by 
disciplined parties, and in which the doctrine is acclaimed that 
‘it is the duty of the Opposition to oppose’. 

However decisions may be reached and power used by parlia¬ 
ment or by committee, it will be accepted that free elections are 
an essential feature in the choice of our rulers; what is less gener¬ 
ally realized is the extent to which the method of voting will 
condition the result. As the vote was gradually extended in 
Great Britain, until adult suffrage was aehieved, the apparently 
uncomplicated relative majority system—sometimes called the 
‘plurality’ system, or ‘simple majority vote, with only one 
ballot’, and in this book referred to as the ‘first-past-the-post’ 
system—^was retained. With small electorates and relatively 
simple issues to be decided in earlier days, this was clearly the 
form in which the counting of votes would naturally start. But 
in the nineteenth century, when the philosophy of democratic 
government and its resulting institutions began to be consciously 
studied and the rights of minorities began to force themselves on 
the attention of political thinkers, it was seen that such crude 
and simplified methods of consulting the opinions of larger and 
more heterogeneous electorates failed to do justice to important 
sections of opinion and impoverished the elected legislature. 
The existing methods were challenged by Thomas Hare, J. S. 
Mill and other thinkers in Great Britain, and at the same time 
and independently by students of the machinery of democracy 

* Cf. Lord RadclifTe, ‘The Problem of Power’ (The Reith Lectures, 1951). 
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on the Continent. They saw that so long as the unit of election 
was a constituency returning only one member, it was impos¬ 
sible to reflect more than one shade of opinion in that constitu¬ 
ency, and that from this limitation sprang other inconsistencies 
and injustices. In place of the first-past-the-post system in 
single-member constituencies, they therefore proposed systems 
with multi-member constituencies which would make possible 
the allotment of representation in proportion to all responsible 
trends of opinion. 

Today, though few would dispute that the ‘Voice of the 
People’ must be the ultimate arbiter, and that the Voice must 
be heard through the ballot box, the method and machinery 
by which this voting is practised differ from country to country, 
and some still retain the forms of a century ago. We argue in 
this book that it is to the failure of outmoded electoral systems 
that many of the confusions and abuses of the present political 
scene are due, and that a more rational system, directed to the 
fundamental ‘good purposes’ of elections, is a necessary and 
preliminary step to genuine democratic government. 

Most shades of political opinion seem to include the following 
among the ‘good purposes’ for which elections have been insti¬ 
tuted, at any rate to the extent that they would not regard any 
of them as undesirable in itself. These purposes may be regarded 
by some as incompatible one with another, and as being of 
differing relative importance. 

(t) A parliament reflecting the main trends of opinion within 
the electorate. 

{ii) Government according to the wishes of the majority of 
the electorate. 

{in) The election of representatives whose personal qualities 
best fit them for the function of government. 

(iv) Strong and stable government. 

If a system of election can be found that will promote all these 
ends, we shall have approached more nearly to the ideal. 
Failing this, a choice will have to be made among them. With 
these considerations in view we shall examine the theory and 
practical effects of the principal electoral systems used or sug¬ 
gested in modern communities. 
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CHAPTER II 


The First-Past-the-Post System 

‘The present electoral system, in which the gambling, betting 
and sporting instincts of the nation seem to have found their 
characteristic political expression.*— Egon Wertheimer, 
Portrait of the British Labour Partyy 1929, p. 195. 


T he system most familiar to citizens of the United King¬ 
dom is the election of one person at a time by a relative 
majority—the candidate having the most votes being 
declared elected. This has been aptly named the ‘first-past-the- 
post’ system. To what extent does it meet any of the ‘good 
purposes’ of elections? 


PARLIAMENT AS THE MIRROR 

‘I'he virtue, the spirit, the essence of the House of Commons 
consists in its being the express image of the feelings of the 
nation.’— Edmund Burke, Thoughts on the Present Discontents. 

It does not seem to be disputed by anyone that (whether it 
ought to be so or not) the British House of Commons is not that 
‘image of the feelings of the nation’ desired by Burke. Almost 
every election produces startling differences between the nation 
as reflected in its votes and the House of Commons resulting 
from those votes. The ‘image’ is usually like that seen in a dis¬ 
torting mirror: it is true that every feature of the reflection cor¬ 
responds to something in the original, but one feature may be 
exaggerated out of all proportion, while another—perhaps 
equally important in the original—becomes scarcely percep¬ 
tible. 

The distortion of the whole picture is a consequence of the 
fact that a large number of the votes cast are not reflected at all 
in the seats won. In any British general election, not far short of 
half those who vote cast their votes for losing candidates, so the 
result is the same as if all those voters had stayed at home. In the 
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British General Elections 1885 TO 197 ° 



j Conservative 

1 

1 Liberal 

1 Labour 

Others 


Votes 

0/ 

/O 

^ Seats 

0 , 

/o 

Votes 

0/ 

/o 

^ Seats j 
/o 

1 Votes 

0/ 

/o 

1 Seats 

% 

Votes 1 
0/ 

/o 

^ Seats 

/o 

188^) 

44 

37 

49 

50 

— 

— 

7 

13 

1886 

51*5 

59 

45 

28 

— 

'— 

3‘5 

13 

1892 ' 

1 47 

47 

44 

4 ^ 

— 

_ '1 

9 

12 

1895 

‘ 49 

61 

46 

265 
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— 

5 

12*5 

1900 


60 

465 

27*5 

— 

— 

2*5 

12-5 

1906 

44 

23*5 

55 

64 


1 — 

I 

12*5 

1910 (Jan.) 

47 

405 

43 

41 

8 

i 8 

2 

12*5 

1910 (Dec.) 

46 

41 

44 

I 4 ^ 

7 

I 6 

3 

13 

1918 

35 

54 

23 

23*5 

15 

i 'O 

27 

12-5 

1922 

39 

56 

29 

18-5 

29*5 

1 23 

2*5 

2*5 

1923 

3B 

42 

29*5 

26 

305 

31 

2 

1 

1924 

47 

67 

18 

8*5 

33 

24*5 

2 

2 

1929 

38 

42 

235 

10 

37 

47 j 

1*5 

I 

1931 

55 

76 

11 

12 i 

30 

8*5 1 

4 

3*5 

1935 

54 

70 

8*5 

3 

37-5 

25 

2 

2 

1945 

40 

33 

9 

2 I 

48 

62 

3 

3 

1950 

43 

47-8 

9 j 

1*5 

46 

50-4 1 

2 

0*3 

1951 

48 

50-5 

2*5 

I 

485 

47 

I 

0*5 

1955 

49*8 

55 

2*7 1 

0*9 

46-3 

44 

1*2 

0*2 

1959 

49-4 

58 

5*9 1 

0*9 

43-8 

41 

0*9 

0*1 

1964 

43 , 

43 

11 

1*4 

44 

50*3 

5*3 

0*1 

1966 

42 

40 

8*5 

2 

48 

58 

1*7 

0*1 

1970 

1 48*4 

525 

1 7*5 

I 

, 43 

1 45*5 

1 3*2 

1 


Notes. The above figures arc taken from the Constitutional Tear Book up to 
1935, from The Times after this. Other authorities will be found to differ in 
detail, but there are no discrepancies that affect the conclusions drawn. 

‘Conservative’ includes Liberal Unionist, National, and other categories 
habitually voting with the Conservatives. Professor Hermens {Europe between 
Democracy and Anarchy^ pp. i8 and 19) gives incorrect figures for 1950: his 
Conservative seats include the 17 seats won by allies of the Conservative 
party, standing under various titles such as National Liberal or Liberal and 
Conservative, but the corresponding figure he gives for votes is that of votes 
for avowedly Conservative candidates only. Nearly one million votes cast 
for their allies are neglected. 

‘Others’ arc until 1918 mainly Irish Nationalists. Owing to their concen¬ 
tration in a few constituencies, and to uncontested elections in some of these, 
the percentage of scats won by Irish Nationalists is high in proportion to 
their votes and is nearly constant in each of the two periods—up to 1918 
when all Ireland sent Members to Westminster, and since 1918 when only 
Northern Ireland has done so. 
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1970 election, for instance, there was in King’s Lynn a straight 
fight between a Conser\'ative and a Labour candidate; the 
23,822 Conservative voters elected their man, while the 23,789 
Labour voters could elect nobody. In that constituency the 
losing side were the winners last time and can hope to elect an 
MP whom they want next time, but many thousands of con¬ 
scientious voters never achieve that. They are not by any means 
confined to small parties with little support; they include sucJi 
people as all Conservatives living in Southwark (197*^ figures; 
Labour 16,834, Conservative 7,040, Communist 1,128) and all 
Labour supporters living just across the Thames in the Cities 
of London and Westminster, where they can muster only about 
half the Conservative vote. Moreover, on the winning side the 
votes include many that are without effect: over 9,000 of the 
Southwark Labour voters could have stayed at home without 
making any difference to the result. 

The consequent failure of the system to reflect the voters’ 
wishes is most clearly visible in the seats won by political parties. 
Among elections from 1885 onwards (1885 being the first in 
which the single-member constituency was general), only two 
can be found (1892 and 1923) that do not seriously distort the 
representation of the major parties as well as of any minor ones. 
Admittedly, in 1951 the distortion of the two major parties was 
small, but it was important in as much as it involved a change of 
government. 

From the table, or more clearly from the diagram, it will be 
seen that there is a general tendency to exaggerate the repre¬ 
sentation of the largest party and to reduce that of the smaller 
ones. The large Parliamentary majorities for the Liberals in 
1906 and for the Conservatives in 1931 and 1935 were backed 
by only small majorities of votes; the Conservatives in 1924 
polled a little under half the votes but got a two-to-one majority 
in the Commons, and in 1945 this position was reversed to the 
benefit of the Labour party. There is, however, no consistent 
relation between the largest party’s support in the country and 
its strength in parliament. In 1892 (one of the rare examples of 
a true ‘image’), 47 per cent of the votes gave the Conservatives 
47 per cent of the seats; in 1910 it gave them only 40*5 per cent, 
but in 1924 it gave them an overwhelming majority. The 
Liberals polled slightly better in 1929 than in 1918, but won less 
than half as many seats; in 1964 they doubled their poll in 
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England but won only three seats there instead of four. For 
Labour, a 30 per cent poll meant in 1923 the assumption of 
office as a minonty government*, in 1931 eiectorai disaster*, in 
1951 Labour polled the largest number, and the highest per- 
centage, of votes that it has ever done, but was thrown out of 
office by tbc Conservatives with >.Mtne 200,000 votes fewer; by 
1964 its votes had dropped by 4I per cent but it was back in 
office. Although the over-representation of the party polling the 
most votes is common, it is not the invariable effect; in 1929 the 
Conservatives were the largest party among the voters but only 
the second largest in the Commons, and in 1951 the Conserva¬ 
tives secured a clear majority in Parliament though polling 
rather fewer votes than Labour. 

In some elections, the established parties are of less impor¬ 
tance than some other grouping; for instance in 1918 and again 
in 1931 the main division in the electorate was for or against the 
coalition government.^ Both the pro- and the anti-coalitionists 
included members of several parties, and two of the major 
parties had candidates in both camps. If we examine the figures 
of votes and seats obtained by the two groups instead of those 
for the parties, we find the same lack of even a rough corre¬ 
spondence between the wishes of the voters and the composition 
of the House of Commons. The result in each case was a great 
exaggeration of the popular majority: in 1918 a very small 
majority of votes for the coalition gave it more than three- 
quarters of the seats, and in 1931 a two-to-one majority of votes 
secured a nine-to-one majority of the seats. 


1918 

1931 

Coalition 

Anti-Coalition 

Votes 

Seats 

Votes 

Seats 

5 , 101 , 167 = 52 % 

114,539.403 = 68% 

47 a = 78 % 

554=90% 

4 , 674,007 = 48 % 
6 , 865,330 = 32 % 

130 = 22 % 
61 = 10 % 


It is not generally appreciated that the British system of 
election is confined to British Commonwealth or ex-Common- 
wealth countries and the United States of America; its use there 
produces similar effects. 

In Canada, it kept the Liberals in power continuously for 22 
years with overwhelming majorities of seats. A growing feeling 
^ Compare the Irish general elections of igaa and 1973 ; pp. 260 , 265 . 
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that the government behaved arrogantly towards the under¬ 
represented half of the electors led finally to catastrophic defeat, 
although the party still polled more votes than the Conserva¬ 
tives.^ 


Canadian House of Commons, General Elections 


\ 

Votes 

1 Seats 

1953 Liberal 

2,744,820 = 48-5% 

170 = 64% j 

^ Conservative 

1,749,009 = 31% 

5 * = 19% 

CCF (Labour) 

636,292 = 11% 

23 = 9 % 

Others 

5 > 0,135 = 9-5% 

21 = 8% 

1957 Liberal 

2,704,690 = 40% 
2,656,312 = 39% 

106 = 40% 

Conservative 

III =42% 

CCF 

707.833 = u% 

23 = 9 % 

Others 

630,697 = 10% 

25 = 9 % 

1968 Liberal 

3,583,090 = 45 - 3 % 

154 = 58-4% 

Conservative 

2.483.597 = 31-4% 

71 = 26-8% 

New Democratic 
Social Credit 

J. 357.443 = »7-2% 

23 = 8 - 7 % 

(Quebec) 

347.597 = 4 - 4 % 

>5 = 5 - 7 % 

Others 

131.748 = 1-7% 

: I = 0 - 4 % 

19712 Liberal 

3,721,486 = 38-4% 

109 = 41-3% 

Conservative 

3.391.711 = 35 - 1 % 

107 = 40-5% 

New Democratic 

1,713.386 = 17-7% 

31 = 11-7% 

Social Credit 

738,038 = 7-6% 

>5 = 57 % 

Independents 

114,120 = 1*2% 

2 = 0-8% 


There followed a period in which Canada had five general 
elections in eight years, only one of them giving a clear majority 
of seats to one party, until in 1968 the Liberals secured a large 
overall majority of seats for substantially less than half the votes. 

In the 1968 election, results for the provinces taken individu¬ 
ally showed even worse anomalies; for instance, in Ontario the 
Liberals polled 46 per cent of the votes and secured three- 
quarters of the 88 seats, while in Prince Edward Island (4 seats) 
they had 45 per cent of the votes but no seats; 42 per cent of the 
votes gave them nearly two-thirds of the 23 seats in British 
Columbia but little over one-third of the 13 in Manitoba. These 
distortions exaggerate the differences in political complexion 
between the provinces and militate against national unity. 

^ See also H. McD. Clokic, Canadian Government and Politics (Longmans, Green, 
1944), p. 8a. 
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The 1972 election was at the time widely misinterpreted as a 
massive vote of no confidence in the Trudeau government; in 
fact, the decline in popular support was relatively small but the 
party’s seats dropped from a gross over-representation to nearly 
its proportional share. Division- vithin Canada were again 
dangerously exaggerated, it beir-g made to appear that the 
Liberals had overwhelming support in the francophone areas 
and the Conservatives next to none. 

In New Zealand, under the same system, the distortions of 
party representation have on the whole been less, though they 
still occur. The 1966 and 1972 elections gave the party with 
the most votes an exaggerated majority of seats, while in 1969 
the party with the most votes lost. 



1966 


1969 


1972 


Votes Seats 

Votes 1 

Seats 

Votes 

Seats 

National Party 

524>964 

44 

526,843 

45 

532,289 

32 

Labour Party 

499,399 

35 

529,282 

39 

622,622 

55 

Others 

174,515 

I 

128,708 

0 

129,374 

0 

Totals 

1,198,878 

80 

1,184,833 

84 

1,284,285 

87 


South Africa, on the other hand, has suffered from extreme 
distortion, causing the Nationalist government to assume and 
retain office against the will of a majority of the voters.^ 

Elections for the United States House of Representatives take 
place under the same system as those for the House of Commons. 
The results, taken over the country as a whole, have not as a 
rule shown very large discrepancies between the votes polled by 
either of the major parties and the seats won by it, but this is due 
partly to another feature of majority systems which is even more 
marked in the USA than in Britain—that is, the existence of 
solid blocks of constituencies that never change their party rep¬ 
resentation—Democrat in the ‘solid south’. Republican in 
parts of the north. So long as that condition endures, neither 
party is likely to win a sweeping majority comparable to that of 
the British government in 1931, but that pattern now shows 
signs of beginning to break down. Moreover, this relative 
stability is achieved only at the cost of making north and south 
appear in the House to be much more sharply divided than they 
are in the country.® 

^ See below, pp. 76-7. * See below, p. 71. 
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Neglecting minor parties, the result of the 1968 election to 
the House of Representatives was as follows: 



Votes 

Seats 

Seats in 
proportion 
to votes 

Democrats 

33.045.000 

243 

217 

Republicans 

31,850,000 

192 

210 

Others 

1,214,000 

0 

8 


THE BLOCK VOTE^ 

Another form of the first-past-the-post system is used in multi¬ 
member constituencies with each voter having one vote for each 
seat that is to be filled. This results in even greater distortion 
than in single-member constituencies, for, where political parties 
are involved, one party usually takes the whole representation 
of any one constituency and that representation is several seats 
instead of only one, and where party considerations are absent 
or unimportant the voters’ opinion of the candidates person¬ 
ally is often much misrepresented: it is for instance possible 
for the most popular candidate to be defeated by the second, 
etc. votes of his own supporters which are cast for other candi¬ 
dates.® 

The method is widely used for local government elections in 
Britain, particularly in London, and for committees of volun¬ 
tary organizations. 

In any election where political parties or analagous groups 
are an important factor, this system almost invariably results in 
the candidates of one such group being elected en bloc, just as if 
the elector had voted for Party A, Party B or Party C under a 
rule awarding all the seats to the party obtaining the most 
votes.® The sharing of seats between parties occurs only when 
those parties are nearly equal in strength. In the last election 
for the London County Council only one of the 42 3-member 
divisions had its representation divided between two parties; in 
the first election for the Greater London Council, none of the 32 

^ This term gives rise to some confusion, for it is applied also to the casting by a 
trade union delegate of as many votes as there are members of his union (whether 
those members arc unanimous on the matter in question or not), but is is certainly 
appropriate as a description of the results obtained. ITie trade union method could 
be better described as the Branch Block Vote. 

2 See p. 49. 

“ As in American Presidential elections. 
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boroughs had its representation shared. The London borougiis 
elect anything from two to nine councillors in each ward, the 
most usual number being three or six; the number of contested 
wards returning councillors of one party only was 316 out of 326 
in 1953 in the old LCC area; in the same area electing to the 
Greater London Council, it was 223 out of 234 in 1968 and 224 
out of 239 in 1971. 

The prevalence of this one-party representation is due to the 
fact that to most electors party is the factor that primarily deter¬ 
mines their votes: they vote for a poor candidate of the ‘right’ 
party rather than a good candidate of the ‘wrong’ one. Given 
this tendency on the part of the voters, we can see from an 
imaginary example how the method must inevitably give a 
‘block’ result. Suppose that a ward electing three councillors is 
contested by two parties, having candidates. A, B, C, and L, M, 
N respectively; further that, of these candidates. A, B, and L 
are much more distinguished than the others, and finally that 
out of 1,000 voters, 600 support the first party, 300 support the 
second, and the remaining 100 vote irrespective of party for the 
three candidates known to be personally the most suitable. 
Thus, candidates A, B, and C will each get one vote from each of 
their 600 party supporters and L, M, and N one from each of 
the second party’s 300, while A, B, and L will each get 100 
personal votes, and the result will be: 


Elected: 

A. 

600 

-f 

100 

= 700 


B. 

600 

-f 

100 

= 700 


C. 

600 


0 

= 600 

Not elected: 

L. 

300 

-f 

0 

0 

= 400 


M. 

300 

-f 

0 

= 300 


N. 

300 


0 

= 300 


Clearly, if the two parties were more evenly balanced (for 
example with 475 and 425 votes respectively) the personal 
votes given to L would suffice to secure one seat for the smaller 
party, but this is a comparatively rare occurrence. 

The following are some typical examples of results in block 
vote elections. They could be multiplied indefinitely. The com¬ 
plete exclusion from representation of a large minority is seen 
for instance in the 1970 election for the GLC representatives of 
Waltham Forest or the 1971 election for councillors representing 
the Roxbourne ward of Harrow. 
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Waltham Forest, 1970, Greater London Council 


Conservative 
Votes 31,190 

30>833 

30,780 
Total 92,803 


Labour Liberal 

28,847 2,472 

28,645 2,433 

28,207 2,117 


85.699 7.042 


Scats 3 00 


Communist 


1,016 

Union Mvmt. 

436 


Harrow, Roxbourne Ward, 1971 



Conservative 

Labour 

Liberal 

Votes 

1.549 

h 957 

1.038 


1.492 

1,902 

1,017 


1.487 

1.877 

959 

Total 

4.528 

5.736 

3.014 


Seats o 


In contests as close as these, it is clear that a small turnover of 
votes may have a great effect, and this does in fact sometimes 
happen. In the London borough of Camden, between 1964 and 

1967, only about one voter in twelve changed sides, but the 
borough’s representation on the GLC changed from all Labour 
to all Conservative, and in 1970 a still smaller swing put it back 
to all Labour. In the London borough council elections of 

1968, there was a real, and unusually large, swing of votes from 
Labour to Conservative, but it was magnified out of all propor¬ 
tion in the seats; for instance, Hillingdon, which before the 1968 
election was Labour-controlled, found itself with 100 per cent 
Conservative councillors. Islington’s parliamentary and local 
government representation was 100 per cent Labour for 15 
years and the borough council had been Labour-controlled for 
34 years, until in 1968 the Conservatives, with only just over 
half the total votes, took 47 out of its 60 seats. Only two of the 
councillors thus taking control had any local government ex¬ 
perience, and in the next election (1971) they all lost their seats 
again. 

A minority may win a ward on a ‘split vote’, and over a whole 
borough a minority may win even if each individual ward is 
won by a clear majority. 
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Liverpool, 1953 



Volts 

Seats 

Conservative 

349.288 

52 

Labour 

343. ”2 
28,524 

65 

Others 

3 


This minority victory occurred in spite of the fact that a ‘split 
vote’ affected only one ward, and in spite of a redistribution 
just carried out to make wards as nearly as possible equal in 
electorate. 

The importance given to party as compared with a candi¬ 
date’s fitness is apparent from the above Waltham Forest and 
Harrow figures. The worst candidate of the largest party defeats 
the best candidate of any other, and the consequent exclusion 
of outstanding people from council service is a commonplace. 
Hence the ‘alternative government’ is often ill-equipped to 
take over; when a new party gains control of a council, it may 
happen that even its ablest councillors are handicapped by 
having had no previous experience. This was very noticeable 
in the London elections of 1967 and 1968. 

Just the same effects are obvious in parliamentary elections 
under the block vote, in Greece at various periods, in Turkey 
(1950 to 1957) and in New Brunswick. Turkey voted in con¬ 
stituencies coinciding with the Vilayets (provinces) into which 
it is divided, each Vilayet returning one member for each 
40,000 of its population. This number varied from one member 
in Hakiari to 27 in Istanbul, and each elector was entitled to 
exercise as many votes as there were seats in his constituency. 
In each constituency the largest party swept the board, and the 
result over the whole of Turkey in 1950 was as follows: 



Percentage 

Seats obtained 

Democrats 

of votes 

Number 

Percentage 

55 

408 

84 

People’s Party 

40 

69 

»4 

Independents 

9 \ 

Nationalists j 

5 


2 


100 

487 

100 


This election was a milestone in Turkish history, for it marked 
the voluntary submission of the People’s Party dictatorship to 
the electoral process. It was very unfortunate that the start of the 
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new democracy was, owing to the electoral system used, so far 
from democratic. Not only did the winning party obtain a most 
unhealthy preponderance of power, but most of the leading 
personalities were lost to parliament and replaced by an ex¬ 
cessive number of inexperienced men. 

In New Brunswick, results vary from nearly proportional 
(1967) to, in 1948, a degree of distortion similar to that of the 
British general election of 1931, the Progressive Conservatives 
being reduced to an impotent opposition of five members. In 
the subsequent election, in 1952, the opposition greatly in¬ 
creased its poll, to slightly more than that of the Liberals, and 
won a more than two-to-one majority of seats. The Liberal 
leader and most of his cabinet lost their seats. 


Progressive 




Conservatives 

Liberals 

1948 

Votes 

145,028 

332,321 


Seats 

5 

47 


Seats in proportion to votes 

16 

38 

*952 

Votes 

358,295 

330.387 


Seats 

38 

16 


Seats in proportion to votes 

27 

25 

1967 

Votes 

353.877 

397.310 


Seats 

25 

33 


Seats in proportion to votes 

27 

31 


MAJORITY RULE, STRONG GOVERNMENT AND THE 
TWO-PARTY SYSTEM 

Defenders of the British electoral system often maintain that 
it is neither necessary nor desirable for representation of differ¬ 
ent groups within the electorate to be mathematically exact; it 
is sufficient if the composition of the elected body reflects 
broadly the main trends of opinion. Tf we avoid a minority in 
the country getting a majority of seats, and if our political 
manners ... give the minority a chance of effective debate and 
the majority the ultimate ruling force, we have done all we need 
to do.’* It is not clear from the context of this quotation 
whether the writer has in mind an absolute or a relative 
majority. Whichever is meant, however, examination of British 
election results shows that the first-past-the-post system gives 

^ Herman Finer, Fabian Tract No. 211, The Case Against Proportional Representa- 
tion, p. 7. 
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no assurance of majority rule. As the table below shows, only 
two governments since 1910 have been backed by more than 
half the votes cast in a general election (the 1931 and 1935 
coalitions). Two had not even a relative majority: in 1929 and 
1951 the government party polled fewer votes than the largest 
single opposition party. 


Election 

' 

.1 

1 

! 

Government j 

Votes j 

Seats 

Government 

All other 
parties 

Govern ¬ 

ment 

All other 
parties ' 

1910 (Jan.) 

Liberal 

2,873,251 

3.794.553 

275 

395 

1910 (Dec.) 

Liberal 

*2,290,020 

*2,944,273 

270 

400 

1918 

Coalition 

5,180,641 

5,602,046 

485 

222 

1922 

Conservative 

5,500,387 

8,893,250 

344 

271 

1923 

Labour 

4.438,508 

10,110,013 

191 

424 

1924 

Conservative 

7,854,523 

8,786,256 

412 

203 

1929 

Labour 

8,389,512 

14,258,863 

288 

327 

193* 

Coalition 

14.532,519 

7,123,854 

554 

61 

1935 

Coalition 

11,810,552 

10,215,152 

433 

182 

1945 

Labour 

11,992,292 

12,981,006 

393 

247 

1950 

Labour 

13,295,736 

15.473.741 

3 J 5 

310 

1951 

Conservative 

13,718,069 

14,878,626 

321 

304 

1955 

1 Conservative 

13.315,891 

13,443,838 

345 

285 

1959 

Conservative 

13,750,965 

14,111,773 

365 

265 

1964 

Labour 

12,205,812 

15.421,33^ 

317 

313 

1966 

1 Labour 

13,064,951 

14,198,655 

363 

257 

1970 

j Conservative 

13,144,692 

15,200,115 

330 

300 


* Figures from Constitutional Year Book. Other authorities diflFer substan¬ 
tially but the difiercnces do not affect the relative positions of the parties. 

It may be argued that the winning of an election by a party 
with less than half the votes results merely from a division 
among the party’s opponents; that is, from the existence of 
more than two parties. But the first-past-the-post system, it is 
said, will reduce the number of parties to two, and therefore 
minority rule will be only a temporary condition. These assump¬ 
tions, however, are far from being justified. In the first place, 
although in Britain the system does seem to operate against the 
survival of a substantial third party, even in this country the 
limitation of parties to two has never been absolute, and in 
Canada (as formerly in Denmark under the same system) there 
are four main parties, none of which shows any signs of dis¬ 
appearing. (See p. 34.) 
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In the second place, even if there be only two parties, election 
of one member by a majority for each constituency affords no 
guarantee that the party with the majority of votes will win the 
majority of seats. An important example is provided by the 1948 
South African election. In this election, the United Party led 
by General Smuts agreed with the Labour Party not to oppose 
each other in the constituencies, and the Nationalist Party of 
Dr. Malan made a similar pact with the Afrikaner Party. The 
effect was to make the election virtually a straight fight between 
the Smuts and Malan groups; only eleven seats were contested 
by other candidates in addition, and even these were each won 
by a candidate having a clear majority over all his opponents 
combined. Yet the result was to turn a substantial majority of 
votes on Smuts’ side into an equally substantial majority of 
seats on Malan’s,^ as the following table shows. 


Votes 


Seats 


Smuts Parties: 

United Party 

5 » 5 > 273 '\ 

• 547>437 


Labour Party 

32,164/ 

Malan Parties: 

Nationalist Party 
Afrikaner Party 

400,453 \ 

41,885/ 

■ 442,338 

Others 

76,279 




1,066,054 



o 


138 


Malan’s parliamentary majority was reduced by the un¬ 
opposed return of twelve members, eleven of whom belonged 
to the United Party, but on the other hand these unopposed 
returns must be regarded as evidence that popular support for 
Smuts’ government as against his opponent was even greater 
than the voting figures indicate—for it is obvious that a party’s 
candidates will not be left unopposed unless they are considered 
to be certain of a large majority. A similar minority victory 
occurred in the next election, 1953. 

In 1886, a British election turned largely on a single issue: 
should Ireland be granted Home Rule or not. The votes cast 
for the Gladstonian Liberals and the Irish Nationalists on the 
one hand and those for the Conservatives and Liberal Unionists 
on the other, were almost equal, and indeed the former group 


* For a detailed examination of how this came about see pp. 76-7. 
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may have been in a slight majority.^ Yet, although no single 
MP was elected on a minority vote, their opponents had in the 
House of Commons a majority of 104 seats. This represented a 
crushing defeat for Mr. Gladstone and his Irish policy, and 
caused the urgent question of Home Rule to be shelved for 
many years. 

Such an election result may satisfy those to whom the first 
essential is ‘strong’ government, meaning that there should be 
one party with a majority in the House of Commons large 
enough to ensure that it shall be able to carry out its policy 
unhindered. Those that take this view hold that even if such a 
majority rests on a minority of votes, this is better than a 
position of stalemate.^ The first-past-the-post system certainly 
does often produce such a large parliamentary majority when 
a system giving a truer mirror of opinion would lead to a very 
small majority for one party or to none. Instances have already 
been mentioned. Failure to produce a large parliamentary 
majority is, however, much more common than many suppose. 
Both British general elections of 1910 left the government party 
dependent on support from one or both of two small parties that 
were more or less in agreement with it. In 1923 and 1929, three 
parties each obtained a substantial share of the seats, the 
smallest in each case holding the balance between the other 
two. In 1950, the winning party had a majority of only five 
seats over all other parties combined and only 17 seats over its 
nearest rival alone—a precarious majority which was a source 
of continual anxiety to the Whips—and in 1964 it had a 
majority of only four seats. Thus, six elections out of the last 
seventeen have failed to justify the trust placed in the system by 
advocates of single-party government. 

^ The Constitutional Year Book gives the following hgures of votes: 

Conservative *1037,779 Gladstonial Liberal 1,241,357 

Liberal Unionist 385,986 Irish Nationalist 99»774 

from which we get these totals of votes on each side: 

anti-Homc Rule 1,423,765 pro-Home Rule 1,341,131 

But there were 216 uncontested seats. J. Rookc Corbett, MA, of the Manchester 
Statistical Society, read a paper before that Society (Transactions, 12 December 
1906; see also the Proportional Representation Society’s pamphlet No. 14, April 
*9*0), in which, for general elections from 1885 onwards, he made an adjustment 
for the uncontested seats. This he did by assuming that the percentage shift in 
opinion since the previous general election was the same in the uncontested as in 
the contested constituencies—a basis accepted as sound by the Royal Commission 
that reported in 1910. With this adjustment, the total electoral support for the two 
sides comes to be: 

anti-Home Rule 2,049,137 pro-Home Rule 2,103,954 

* The justiheation of this is discussed in Chapter VIII. 
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Some European countries in similar circumstances have 
modified their electoral law with the avowed object of inflating 
the largest party’s Parliamentary majority.^ No such measures, 
however, have been proposed in Britain. In this country, 
advocates of the one-party majority prefer to rely on the general 
tendency of the first-past-the-post system to produce such a 
result more often than not; its failures in this respect they 
ascribe to circumstances which they expect to be only tempor¬ 
ary. 


PERSONALITIES AND PROGRAMMES 

In form, a British general election is still the selection by each 
jocality of a representative to consult with the representatives 
of other localities as to what action shall be taken in the various 
affairs of the nation. In fact, an election has become a plebiscite 
to decide whether one party or another shall be empowered, for 
the next five years, to govern the country as it sees fit.® The 
elector is asked for a general vote of confidence in a party, in its 
leaders as a potential government, and in its policy as a whole. 
He cannot accept one item of policy and reject another. True, 
if the election is dominated by one question of outstanding 
importance, its result may with some justification be taken as 
an indication of public opinion on that one matter, but, if that 
is so, it can only be at the expense of any indication of feeling 
on other matters. 

During discussions on whether the United Kingdom should 
or should not apply to join the European Economic Com¬ 
munity, it was often urged that, before any final decision was 
made, there should be a general election to test public opinion 
on the question. But a general election under the existing 
system would not in fact test public opinion at all. Even if one 
party in its election manifesto proclaimed itself for joining and 
another for staying out, the votes for those respective parties 
would be no measure of the number of electors on each side, for 
there would be no means of knowing how many who voted 
for a given party dod so because of its EEC policy and how 
many in spite of this. With all parties in fact divided on the sub- 

* Sec for example Mussolini’s law of 1922, p. 215. 

• Compare jenninp, The British Constitution^ 3rd cdn., p. 162; ‘A general election 
is in reality the election of a Prime Minister/ 
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ject, the verdict would be even more dubious, since a vote for, 
say, the Conservatives in one constituency would be a vote 
for a Conservative candidate anxious to join EEC, while a 
vote for the Conservatives in another constituency would be 
a vote for a candidate equally anxious to stay out.^ 

It may be argued that it is impossible, and indeed un¬ 
desirable, for the electorate to pronounce on particular ques¬ 
tions of policy; to have an intelligent opinion on such matters 
may demand technical knowledge which the ordinary citizen 
does not possess. That is the case against the referendum, 
against the modern tendency of political parties to submit 
detailed programmes, and in favour of the Conservative party’s 
resistence to that tendency; it is the case in favour of the con¬ 
ception of a general election as the choice of men and women 
who are committed to certain broad principles and who can be 
trusted to act in any particular situation in accordance with 
those principles. 

If we accept this position, however, it is surely of the first 
importance that the electors should be able to choose their MP 
because he is for example a person of deep convictions on the 
important principles, of sufficient intelligence to apply those 
principles to any problem of government that may arise, and 
of sufficient integrity to act on those principles even when they 
happen to conflict with his own immediate interests. As Pro¬ 
fessor Laski says,* ‘the problem of democratic government is not 
less a problem of finding men apt to the use of its machinery 
than the problem of a monarchy is to find a race of kings fitted 
by their endowments to benefit the State’. 

Does our electoral system fulfil this requirement? On the 
continent of Europe there is a widespread impression that it 
does,® and it will certainly be generally admitted that British 
public life has attracted the disinterested service of men and 
women of very high calibre and has on the whole shown a high 
standard of honesty. Nevertheless, instances are by no means 
lacking of outstanding personalities who have been unable to 
win or to retain a seat in Parliament, or who owe their presence 
there to something other than the choice of the voters. It is in 
practice not the voters who decide which man or woman shall 

^ Contrast Ireland, p. 260. 

® Grammar of Politics^ P- i?- 

® See for example Der Wahler (organ of the German Wahlergesellschaft), 1951, 
No. 2, p. 39. 
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be sent to Westminster, but a party, or perhaps some other 
powerful body such as a trade union. 

The more an election under the British system is looked upon 
as a plebiscite between two potential governments, the more 
must this be true. The election becomes something very like 
that of the American president, in which voting is nominally 
for members of an electoral college, but nobody cares what kind 
of persons those members may be: all that matters is whether 
they, in their turn, are pledged to vote for Mr. A or Mr. B as 
president. Similarly, the British voter in general makes up his 
mind which of two or more party programmes he prefers, and 
votes for the candidate who is pledged to support that pro¬ 
gramme; the candidate’s personality is irrelevant. The voter 
often does not even consider the relative merits of the candi¬ 
dates as persons; he sometimes even hardly considers their 
names, and has to ask on arrival at the polling booth which 
candidate stands for which party. If he does consider their 
personal merits, he is unlikely to be swayed by them, for what 
would be the sense in voting for the most admirable candidate 
if he is going to support in Parliament measures that the voter 
believes would be disastrous? Better a nonentity of the Tight’ 
party than a brilliant man of the ‘wrong’ one. 

The great majority do in fact vote for a party, no matter who 
its candidate may be. A party agent,^ discussing what factors 
affect the results of elections, has estimated the influence of the 
candidate’s personality to be 5 per cent, which others consider 
an overestimate, and the apparent absence of any discrimina¬ 
tion between one candidate and another of the same party 
appears wherever it is possible to make such a comparison. 
When different candidates contest the same constituency in 
similar circumstances, they poll their party’s strength, without 
noticeable addition or subtraction on account of their own 
merits. One instance (which will be referred to again) is that of 
the City of London in 1906, when the ex-Prime Minister polled 
in a by-election 15,474 compared with 15,619 in the general 
election a few weeks earlier for the party colleague who re¬ 
signed in order to give his leader the seat. Another is West 
Walthamstow, where a back-bench Labour candidate polled 
65 per cent of the votes cast in 1945 and his popular Prime 
Minister polled 62 per cent in 1950, the Labour poll over the 
' Labour Organiser, December 1945, pp. 4-6. 
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whole country having fallen in the interval from 48 per cent to 
46 per cent. Party voting is even more strikingly seen in any 
British parliamentary or local government election in a con¬ 
stituency returning two or more members (except those for the 
universities from 1918 to 1945—see p. 231). The few two- 
member constituencies that remained until they were abolished 
by the Act of 1948 gave results of which this for Stockport in 
1945 is typical: 


Gridley (Conservative) 31 >039 

Hulbert (Conservative) 30,792 

Stamp (Labour) 29,674 

Casasola (Labour) 29,630 

Sutherland (Liberal) i4>994 

Malbon (Liberal) i 4>942 

In the same election, the result for County Antrim was: 

O’Neill (Ulster Unionist) 57,259 

Haughton (Ulster Unionist) 57*232 

Holmes (Labour) 18,403 


Sir Hugh O’Neill was an ex-Speaker of the Northern Ireland 
Parliament, thirty years an MP at Westminster, ex-Under- 
Secretary for India and Burma, while Major Haughton was a 
newcomer who sat only in that one Parliament, but if more than 
27 out of the 57,000 Ulster Unionist voters made any distinction 
in their minds between the two, their votes fail to show it. 

In parliamentary elections, most people seem to take such 
party voting for granted, with only occasional expressions of 
regret; where local councils are concerned, it is much more 
common to hear the opinion that ‘what we want on the council 
is the best men and women, regardless of party’. This quite 
widespread attitude, however, makes little difference to the 
results. First in London, and then to a gradually increasing 
extent in other counties, boroughs, urban districts and even 
rural districts, elections have given results as shown on p. 48. 

This near-identity of votes may occur even in groups of 
candidates calling themselves Independents—eg in the Glebe 
Wood of Ealing in 1971 the three Independent candidates 
polled respectively 508, 506 and 498 votes. 

The distinguished citizen at the head of the winning party’s 
poll is elected, but so is the last candidate of that same party— 
perhaps a man who has been persuaded to accept nomination 
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Borough of Bethnal Green, 1949 


(East Ward, g seats) 


Labour 

Liberal 

Conservative 

candidates 

candidates 

candidates 

Votes 3,238 

1.543 

466 

3.194 

i. 5>2 

456 

3.193 

1.504 

436 

3 .n 9 

1.502 

435 

3.177 

1.474 

418 

3.159 

1.463 

414 

3.147 

J .450 

405 

3.098 

1.445 

392 

3.077 

1,428 

383 

Total 28,462 

i 3 » 32 i 

3.805 

Seats 9 

0 

0 

Borough of Hillingdon, 

1968 

(South Ruislip Ward, 4 seats) 

Labour 

Conservative 

Liberal 

candidates 

candidates 

candidates 

Votes Ij568 

2,524 

485 

1.564 

2,492 

454 

1.552 

2,468 

423 

1.532 

2,441 

415 

Total 6,216 

9.925 

>.777 

Seats 0 

4 

0 


reluctantly for no better reason than that the party must have 
some name to fill a last-minute gap in its list of candidates.^ The 
nonentities on the other parties’ lists are defeated, but so are any 
among their candidates who may have outstanding qualifica¬ 
tions. It is evident that a candidate’s chance of election has come 
to depend almost solely on the strength of his party in that con¬ 
stituency, and that in a very large number of elections we can 
apply either Mr. Herbert Morrison’s remark to the London 
Labour Party in 1946 or its Conservative equivalent: ‘We have 
reached a point when, however unsuitable a candidate, if he 
has the Labour ticket he is bound to win.’ Other instances of 
the eclipse of personality by parties (or other groups) occur in 
trade unions and other unofficial bodies using this voting 
system; in 1948, for example, members of the Musicians’ Union 

* See below, p. 50. 
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were disturbed to find that every member of their new Execu¬ 
tive was a ‘straight’ musician, the dance band musicians (in¬ 
cluding some who had given valued service to the Union) being 
entirely excluded. Such examples of impersonal voting could be 
multiplied indefinitely. 

Because of this tendency for the worst candidate of the largest 
party to defeat the best candidate of any other party, bodies 
elected by the block vote are often deprived of the services of 
people with outstanding personal qualifications. Instances of 
this can be found in most British towns, and in Greece and 
Turkey under the same system. The Turkish general election in 
1950 returned an excessive number of inexperienced members 
and excluded the former Parliament’s leading personalities. 
President Inonu himself (the man most responsible for there 
being free elections in Turkey at all) lost his seat in Istanbul and 
remained in parliament thanks only to the law that allowed him 
to stand also for his own home town. Such results do not neces¬ 
sarily imply indifference on the part of the voters to the personal 
qualities of candidates; they arise from an electoral system that 
masks the personal element in voting. 

If there are two vacancies and an elector has two votes, he 
may give one of these to a candidate whom he personally 
admires; what of his second vote? If parties are contending, he 
will probably give this to a candidate of the same party as his 
favourite—hence the two candidates of any one party will poll 
nearly the same number of votes, even if one be distinguished 
and the other obscure. If there are no parties, the result may 
reflect quite accurately the voters’ opinions of the candidates, 
but there is no certainty that it will do so. One reason is that a 
voter who has, say, five votes and approves of six of the candi¬ 
dates, does not necessarily omit the candidate he considers 
least meritorious; he may decide not to ‘waste’ a vote on a 
candidate he believes everyone will support. Another reason is 
that such a voter casts one vote for the candidate he most wants 
and four votes against him, that is to say for four of his oppo¬ 
nents ; this may cause the defeat even of a candidate considered 
by a substantial majority to be the best. 

Such a defeat may be avoided if that candidate’s supporters 
agree either not to use all their votes or to use them in a certain 
manner. The system, therefore, puts a premium on organiza¬ 
tion ; it may cause electors to organize on party lines even though 
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their inclination is to consider only personal merit. To secure 
the election of one person it may be necessary for his supporters 
to nominate as many candidates as there are seats and campaign 
on behalf of this group en bloc. If the desire is to elect candi¬ 
dates of a certain party, that party must also refrain from 
nominating more candidates than there are seats; else it will 
lose by splitting the vote. Hence, a party cannot give its sup¬ 
porters a choice between candidates of different personal merits. 
When only one member is to be elected, as in a British parlia¬ 
mentary constituency, the party is forced to nominate one 
candidate, and only one. Therefore some selection committee 
has to choose a candidate; the local party organization has to 
ratify this choice or substitute some other candidate; the voters 
must either accept that candidate or not support the party at 
all. Certainly, those responsible for the selection will take into 
account the probable opinions of the voters, preferring a candi¬ 
date whose personal qualities are likely to attract votes rather 
than one likely to be unpopular. This indirect effect of the 
voters’ preference may, however, be decisive only where the 
result of the election is in doubt. If the majority at the previous 
election was only a few hundred, the 5 per cent or so of votes 
swayed by the candidate’s personal qualities will be vital; in a 
constituency where such conditions exist there will be competi¬ 
tion for good candidates. Where, however, the majority is 
large, there is nothing to compel consideration of voters’ reac¬ 
tions ; the party organization can then give the seat to whom it 
wishes, as a reward either for real merit or for services to the 
party or for nothing better than a large contribution to its 
funds. Even the most unpopular candidate would hardly 
jeopardize the 30,000 Labour majority in Hemsworth or the 
Conservatives’ 27,000 majority in Arundel and Shoreham. 

As a remedy for this restriction of the voters’ choice, and for 
the great power placed in the hands of the relatively smzill 
group of people who select a candidate, it is sometimes proposed 
that all electors belonging to a party should take part in a 
primary election to select its candidate. Primary elections in 
the United States, however, are not found to be very satis¬ 
factory; at best, they are a clumsy and expensive way of trying 
to achieve what, as will be shown later, can be done much more 
effectively in the actual election by use of the single transferable 
vote. 
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One effect of the process of selecting candidates under the 
British system is that among the safe seats only a small propor¬ 
tion are held by nationally known and widely respected 
Members.^ On the other hand, people of just that type are very 
often defeated, and defeated, not by their chief critics, but as a 
rule by comparative nonentities. Gladstone, Harcourt, Morley, 
Balfour, Churchill, Asquith, Samuel, Amery, Beveridge, 
Sinclair, Byers, Smuts in South Africa, and many other leaders 
have been lost to parliament, temporarily or permanently, by 
a decline in their party’s vote, although at the time of their 
defeat the bulk of the electorate would certainly have echoed 
the Manchester Guardian's verdict on Amery: that if any member 
of his party should be in the House, he should.* When a party 
loses heavily, the members it loses are not necessarily the medi¬ 
ocre ones who could well be spared; they are almost as likely to 
be the pick of that party’s talent. Thus, in the landslide of 1931, 
the Labour party lost all but two of its cabinet ministers, and 
the 52 MPs who remained to it were not those whom the 
electorate could be supposed to have selected as the most worthy 
to survive. On the change of government in 1964, with a rela¬ 
tively small swing, six ministers lost their seats; on the next 
change, in 1970, nine did. Sometimes it is a re-elected govern¬ 
ment’s strength that is impaired by election losses (in 1950, for 
example, the Labour Government lost its Solicitor-General, its 
Colonial Secretary and Under-Secretary, and its Under¬ 
secretary for Foreign Affairs) but most often the effect is to 
weaken the Opposition. The recognized position of the Opposi¬ 
tion in British parliamentary practice is an admission that 
responsible criticism of the Government is desired, yet the value 
and effectiveness of such criticism are often reduced by the 
absence from the House of Commons of some whose talents and 
experience qualify them particularly well for the role of con¬ 
structive critic. 

Sometimes, the government promptly repairs such a loss by 
elevating the defeated member to the House of Lords. A par¬ 
ticularly notable instance of this was in 1945, when the Labour 
government, committed to the Beveridge Plan as a major item 
in its programme, found the main author of that Plan deprived 
of his seat in the House of Commons; many more recent cases 
will occur to the reader. 

* Sec below, p. 109. • Manchester Guardian, 27 October 1950. 

51 



THE FIRST-PAST-THE-POST SYSTEM 

More usually, the victim’s party (if it is in a position to do so) 
offers him a safe seat elsewhere, in a by-election either occurring 
conveniently or created for the purpose. One instance has 
already been mentioned.' In 1906, the Conservatives’ poll 
dropped by only 7 per cent as compared with the previous 
election, but they lost 244 seats, including that of their leader, 
A. J. Balfour. The Hon. Alban Gibbs, who had been elected 
for the City of London with 15,619 votes, promptly resigned, 
and Balfour was elected, with almost exactly the same number 
of votes (15,474), in the by-election which followed. Similarly, 
Field-Marshal Smuts, the defeated Prime Minister of South 
Africa, was returned unopposed for Pretoria East a few weeks 
after losing his seat in Standerton in the 1948 general election. 
Instances involving less prominent ministers arc common, and 
only very rarely do the electors refuse to acquiesce in this 
procedure. This is because any successful rebellion must mean 
handing over the seat to an opposing party; that is what 
happened in the supposedly safe Labour seat of Leyton in 1965, 
when large numbers of Labour voters stayed at home, apparently 
because they resented having their popular MP sent to the 
Lords to make room for another constituency’s reject. Some¬ 
times the probable defeat of a leader is foreseen and his party 
arranges for him to transfer to another constituency. For 
example, in 1950 the Foreign Secretary would have risked 
defeat if he had remained in Wandsworth Central and was 
given instead the safe Labour seat of Woolwich East. That a 
government may be forced by the voting system to such subter¬ 
fuges, in wishing to retain the services of a distinguished man, is 
neither dignified nor democratic. 

THE RUBBER STAMP 

Examination of such cases serves to emphasize that, in a 
modern British election, the selection of the men and women 
who are to serve as representatives is made, not by the electors 
whom nominally they represent, but by party organizations 
(local or national). The tendency was already evident in 1861, 
when John Stuart Mill wrote* that ‘it is becoming more and 
more difficult for any one who has only talents and character to 
gain admission into the House of Commons. The only persons 

* P. 46. * Representative Government^ ch. vii. 
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who can get elected are those who possess local influence, or 
make their way by lavish expenditure, or who, on the invitation 
of three or four tradesmen or attorneys, arc sent down by one 
of the two great parties from their London clubs, as men whose 
votes the party can depend on under all circumstances.’ Today, 
dependence on pa»'ty is even gn ler. In our last seven general 
elections, only two Indepcndep ? iiave been elected (or even 
come near to being elected); in 19^9 one who was not opposed 
by the Conservatives, and in 1970 S. O. Davies in Merthyr 
Tydfil. He was able to challenge successfully his party’s decision 
not to re-adopt him (on account of age), because in the previous 
election his party had polled three times as many votes as its two 
opponents combined. Nobody could fear that by voting for Mr. 
Davies in preference to the official candidate they might cause 
the seat to be lost on a ‘split vote’. With the exception of these 
two, and of Dick Taverne, victor in a by-election in 1973, every 
Member depends for his seat on the party that supported him.' 
If the party refuses to nominate him again for his present con¬ 
stituency or for some other where it has a majority, his Parlia¬ 
mentary career is probably ended. 

The effects of electoral systems on the conduct of elected 
bodies will be discussed more fully in chapters VIII to X, but it 
should be pointed out here to what a great extent this depen¬ 
dence on party support has caused our parliament to depart 
from the ideal of selected citizens bringing their own minds to 
bear on the problems of government. What Burke regarded as 
intolerable servitude is a commonplace today: ‘These politicians 
suppose . . . that you are blindly to follow the opinion of your 
party, when in direct opposition to your own ideas; a degree of 
servitude that no worthy man would bear the thought of sub¬ 
mitting to: and such as, I believe, no connexion (except some 
court factions) ever could be so senselessly tyrannical as to 
impose’.* In the present century. Lord Birkenhead* expressed a 
similar opinion, without Burke’s confidence that the state of 
affairs he feared was improbable: ‘I believe that the darkest 
menace to our freedom would come in that moment when it was 
definitely pronounced that a man was compelled in the House 

^ ‘In 1761 not one Parliamentary election was determined by party, and in 1951 
not one constituency returned a non-party Member.* Lewis B. Namier, Monarchy 
and the Party System (Romanes Lecture, Oxford University Press, 1952), p. 4. 

* Thoughts on the Present DiscontentSy 1770. 

* Speech to the Sphinx Club, London, December 1910. 
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of Commons to give a vote irrespective of the debate upon 
which that vote was given, because he had received orders 
which, as a condition of his livelihood, he was compelled to 
obey’. Whatever may be the reasons for which he does so, it 
must be admitted that it is now common for an MP to vote 
with his party even when he disagrees with it, and that the 
result of any division can usually be foretold before the debate 
from a knowledge of how many members of each party will be 
physically capable of entering the division lobby. 

No member can be expected to be in agreement with his 
party on every occasion. He may, however, vote with it, even 
when in disagreement, for either of two reasons: (i) because 
failure to do so might bring about the defeat of his party, and 
with it of projects more important than the matter in question, 
and (2) because he is subjected to some form of coercion. The 
possibility of coercion results from the fact that the member has 
little, if any, hope of being re-elected without the support of his 
party. 

Especially since the narrow majority of 1950 led to the im- 
{x>sition on MPs of more than usually rigid discipline, there 
has been much criticism of the unreality of debates that are not 
expected to influence Parliamentary votes.^ The critics, how¬ 
ever, do not usually suggest any means of putting it beyond the 
power of the party to impose an excessive degree of discipline, 
for instance by transferring the selection of the member from 
the hands of a party caucus to those of the voters. 

A further stimulus to criticism has been the division within 
all parties regarding Britain’s adherence to the European 
Economic Community. Electors have become increasingly 
resentful of their powerlessness to express through their votes 
any opinion on that important matter. Some frustrated anti- 
Market voters have found themselves in a constituency with 
nothing but pro-Market candidates, or vice versa. Also, active 
party workers have often been involved in acrimonious disputes 
arising from the need to select only one candidate for any one 
seat; these cases were made more numerous by the redistribu¬ 
tion taking effect after the 1970 election, which often created a 
new constituency, abolished one, or made a safe seat into a 
marginal one or vice versa. These difficulties could be avoided 
by an electoral system which would allow the voters a wider 

* See for example Christopher Hollis, MP, Everybodys Weekly, i a January 195a. 
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choice, and allow the party organizations to hand over to them 
the final decision as to which individual should be elected or 
rejected. However, few of those who complain are as yet aware 
that such a remedy exists. 


THE GAMBLE 

‘There is no greater gamble on earth than a British general 
election.* 

James Middleton (Secretary of the Labour Party), 
Contemporary Review^ January 1936. 

In previous sections it has been shown that an election under 
the first-past-the-post system frequently fails to reflect in the 
elected assembly the various opinions of the electorate, or the 
main political tendencies when these are represented by two 
parties or coalitions. 

A further characteristic of the system is that the result of a 
general election may depend on a very few votes; if the contest is 
close, it may be decided by a small turnover of votes in certain 
marginal constituencies. On the other hand, in ‘safe’ constitu¬ 
encies a considerable fluctuation will make no difference. A 
party which loses a few votes in these vital marginal constitu¬ 
encies can be unjustly penalized despite the fact that it has made 
up leeway in others, and that, over all the country, a change in 
public opinion has been negligible. 

In the British general election of 1970, for example, the 
smallest majority was 13 for the Conservative in Ipswich and 
the largest (excluding Northern Ireland) 30,479 for the Labour 
candidate in Hemsworth. A mere seven people changing from 
Conservative to Labour in Ipswich would have given that seat 
to Labour, while in Hemsworth 15,239 could have deserted the 
Labour candidate for the Conservative without causing Labour 
to lose that seat. A change in representation can indeed take 
place without any change in opinion at all. In the close election 
of 1964, Labour’s overall majority of four seats depended on a 
majority of 7 votes in the Kemptown division of Brighton and 
27 in Ealing North. That four-seat majority would have been 
wiped out if 4 and 14 of those who voted Labour in those two 
constituencies had voted Conservative instead, or if in the 
previous October eight Conservatives in Brighton had moved 
from the Pavilion to the Kemptown division and 28 Conserva- 
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tives in Ealing had moved from South to North. The removal of 
a few people from one end of Brighton to the other could very 
easily tip the scale in Kemptown but could make no difference 
to the Conservative majority of 9,850 in Pavilion. 

For this reason, the seats that will be won by a party will not 
depend simply on that party’s total votes; it is possible for the 
totals of all parties to remain unchanged from one election to 
another and yet for the seats won by them to alter. In the three 
general elections between 1922 and 1924, the changes in public 
opinion were small, yet the government passed from Conserva¬ 
tive to Labour and back to Conservative. In 1923, each of the 
three principal parties polled within one per cent of what it had 
done thirteen months before, but the Conservatives lost 90 
seats.* Butler* points out that the parties’ support did not really 
remain as constant as the figures of total votes suggest: the 
numbers of candidates nominated on behalf of the various 
parties changed, and a better measure of their popular support 
is the number of votes obtained per candidate. This is a valid 
criticism, but if we do examine the average votes per candidate 
we still find that the changes in them are small compared with 
the changes in seats and may even be in the opposite direction. 
In 1923, Labour candidates in constituencies contested by them 
obtained an average vote that was 2-8 per cent better than their 
1922 average, the total of votes for all parties having also risen 
by 2-8 per cent; but Labour won 188 contested seats instead of 
138, an increase of 36 per cent. 

Butler contends that British general elections are not a 
gamble because it is possible to predict results by the ‘cube 
law’.® According to that ‘law’, if the great majority of the 
votes are shared by only two parties (which was not the case in 
1922-24), if those parties are not far from equal, and if the 
distribution of their support over the country is similar, the 
ratio of the seats won by those parties will be the cube of the 
ratio of the votes cast for them.* If one party is heavily concen¬ 
trated in certain districts, the votes it wastes by piling up large 

^ In 1922 and 1924 the Conservatives had a clear majority of seats over all other 
parties (sec p. 30); in 1923 they lost this majority and Labour formed a minority 
government with Liberal support. 

* The Electoral System in Britain^ p. 177. 

® Ibid., p. 191. 

* J. Parker Smith, evidence before the Royal Commission on Systems of Election, 
Cmd. 5352, 1910, p. 81; British Journal of Sociohgyy 1950, Vol. i, No. 3; the Econo^ 
mistf 13 October 1951; Observer^ 7, 14, 21 and 28 October 1951. 

56 



FOUND WAN! ING 

majorities must be allowed for by sii! racting a certain propor¬ 
tion of its total before cubing. T: >, in the British general 
election of 1951, to determine how . . ny scats each party would 
win for a given number of votes, was necessary to subtract 
one-twentyfifth frori the Labour otes. From the Gallup Poll 
totals of votes when thus adjus d the result in seats was 
predicted with high accuracy. 

This, however, does not dispose o; the charge that the British 
electoral system contains a large clement of the gamble. The 
cube law itself is an admission that changes in the composition 
of the House of Commons are out of all proportion to changes 
in public opinion—that small causes may produce great effects. 
The conditions attached to the law arc further admissions that 
the success of either of two parties depends on factors other than 
the degree of public support for it—on whether that support is 
evenly or unevenly distributed over the country, on whether a 
gain or a loss of support occurs in one district or in a different 
one, on whether or not a third party intervenes effectively, and 
on where it does so. A party whose success depends not only on 
its ability to win over the electors but also on extraneous cir¬ 
cumstances can fairly be said to be taking part in a gamble. 

FOUND WANTING 

The first-past-the-post system is thus seen to be unreliable as 
a means of attaining any of the objects held to be desirable. It 
cannot be relied upon, either to give a parliament reflecting all 
the main trends of opinion, or to place in power a government 
backed by a majority of the electorate, or even by the largest 
single body of voters. It frequently excludes from parliament 
men and women whose contributions to it would be most 
valuable. It cannot be relied upon, either to give one party 
power to govern unhindered according to its own ideas, or on 
the other hand to produce government by consent. 

Whatever may be our views of the purposes of elections, the 
existing British system fails to meet them with any certainty. 
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CHAPTER III 


Other Majority Systems 

‘The science of government is an experimental science, and 
like all other experimental sciences it is generally working 
itself clearer and clearer and depositing impurity after 
impurity.’— Macaulay. 


I ike other human institutions, the election of representatives 
has always been the object of criticism and of suggestions 
-/for its improvement, but such suggestions have as a rule 
been directed to the remedying of one particular fault in the 
existing system (usually the one most obvious in the circum¬ 
stances of the time) and have as a rule been put into effect 
only when the fault was such as to penalize the party then in 
power. 

This tendency to piece-meal reform has sometimes blocked 
any reform at all. For instance, in 1905 Balfour introduced a 
bill for the redistribution of seats, unaccompanied by any reform 
of the franchise. This measure was met with the cry of ‘gerry¬ 
mander’ and its disappearance with the fall of the government 
was regretted by few. In 1907 the Liberal government attempted 
to deal with the franchise apart from any scheme of redistribu¬ 
tion. It endeavoured, in Harcourt’s complex Plural Voting 
Bill, to give effect to the principle of ‘one man one vote’. This 
bill was strongly opposed on the ground that the reform pro¬ 
posed was partial in character, and its rejection by the House of 
Lords raised comparatively little public feeling. Opponents of 
the bill argued that, if it was unfair that one elector should have 
twelve votes and another only one, it was also unfair that the 
electors in one constituency should have the same representation 
as twelve times as many electors in another constituency. This 
logical argument, however, no more convinced the government 
than did the similar argument in 1948 that, if it was right to 
take great pains to remedy the position of 14,055 electors in N. 
Southwark having one MP, whilst 109,762 electors in Wirral 
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also had only one, then we ought to attempt to remedy the 
position of 29,000 Labour voters having at that time one MP 
while 197,000 Liberal voters also had only one. 

Reform both of the franchise and of constituencies has been 
carried to its logical conclusion h iegrees over a period of little 
more than a centuiy. Beginning ./ith a modest extension of the 
franchise by the Reform Act of 13^*2 and ending in 1929 with 
its extension to women on the same terms as men, wc have given 
the right to vote to every adult citizen except Peers, lunatics and 
criminals. ‘One man, one vote’ became a fact when the last 
remnants of plural voting in parliamentary elections disap¬ 
peared under the Representation of the People Act, 1948. The 
gfross inequality of constituencies received its first blow with the 
disfranchisement of Old Sarum in 1832, and the Boundary 
Commission of 194.7 took great pains to make constituencies as 
nearly equal in electorate as was considered practicable; under 
the House of Commons (Redistribution of Seats) Act, 1958, 
these constituency boundaries now have to be revised at inter¬ 
vals of not less than seven and not more than fifteen years. In¬ 
equalities, indeed, still exist, but in general the reasons for them 
are accepted and they are not felt as a serious injustice. In part, 
these inequalities are due to the decision that the representation 
of Scotland and Wales should not be reduced; in part they 
represent a difficulty inseparable from single-member constitu¬ 
encies. Division of the country into 635 equal constituencies 
would be {Kissible only if we ignored the natural unities of 
towns or counties or of areas unified by easy communications, 
and it is generally felt that to do this would be a greater evil 
than to tolerate some inequality. Hence, even immediately after 
a complete revision of constituencies, the 1950 registers in 
England showed a variation between 39,261 electors in Reading 
North and 78,491 in Leyton. Reading as a whole had 80,568 
electors, compared with the average for England of about 
55,000; if the borough boundary was to be left intact, it could 
only be either under-represented as one constituency or over¬ 
represented as two. 

Piece-meal and minor reform have continued,^ the Repre¬ 
sentation of the People Bill, 1968, introducing among other 
things an extension of the franchise to people aged 18 and 

^ For a comprehensive study of changes between 1918 and 1951, see D. £. 
Butler^ The Electoral System in Britain, 
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removal of the last vestige of plural voting in local government 
elections, but complaints remain. Various proposals are put 
forward to cure the diflcrent defects which critics will sec in the 
system, and these proposals will now be examined. 

MINORITY MEMBERS 

Ever since it became common for more than two candidates 
to contest a single seat, it has been obvious that simply to de¬ 
clare elected the candidate having the highest number of votes 
may grossly misrepresent the wishes of the voters in that con¬ 
stituency.^ For instance, in the general election of 1970 the 
figures for Ross and Cromarty were: 


Gray 

Conservative 

6,418 

Mackenzie 

Libera] 

5 .bi 7 

MacLean 

Labour 

5>023 

Nicholson 

Scot. Nat. 

2,268 


That is to say, the Conservative candidate was elected with 
6,418 votes, while 12,908 votes were cast for his opponents. 
For all that the voting figures show to the contrary, it may be 
that a 2 to I majority of the voters would have preferred one of 
the others to represent them rather than the man who actually 
went to Westminster in their name. Most people appear to be 
agreed that such a result is indefensible, and, since it became 
common for a member to be elected on a minority vote (see the 
table on p. 66), various attempts have been made to find a 
remedy. 

One obvious possibility is to induce one or more of the pros¬ 
pective candidates to stand down, so as to leave a straight fight 
between the other two. This was the solution adopted in the 
South African election of 1948* when agreements between the 
United Party and the Labour Party on the one hand, and 
between the Nationalist Party and the Afrikaner Party on the 
other, secured the election of every member by a clear majority. 

^ Particularly bad cases were Porlsmoutli in 1922, when the elected candidate 
secured only 26*8 per cent of the total poll, Northwich in 1929 (34*3 per cent), 
Caithness and Sutherland in 1945 (33*4 per cent), Chippenham by-election 1962 
(36*8 per cent) and Huddersfield West in 1964 (35*8 per cent). The emergence of 
the Labour party was helped by the winning of three by-elections—in 1907 
Jarrow, by a candidate polling 33*0 per cent of the total votes and Colne Valley 
with 35*2 per cent, and in 1909 die Attcrcliffe division of Sheffield with only 27*4 
per cent. Sec Roy Douglas, Tha History of the Liberal Party, tSgs-tgyo, p. 80, 

* See pp. 42 and 65. 
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In Britain, before the Labour party established itself as a power 
in its own right, candidates standing as representatives of the 
working class secured by agreement with the Liberal party 
straight fights against Conserv^atives in certain constituencies, 
but since then no party (and few individual candidates) has 
been willing to forgo its right t'- champion its own views, save 
in emergency conditions that hav'c given rise to a coalition. In 
the 1930S repeated attempts \verc made to form a Popular 
Front of Liberals and Labour to defeat the Conservatives who 
then dominated d\c government, but altbougb both parties 
were united in believing that the most important single object 
was to reverse the then government’s foreign policy, they could 
not bring themselves to ignore the other questions on which 
they disagreed. Similarly, before and during the general elec¬ 
tion of 1950, the Conservative party made equally unsuccessful 
efforts to promote an anti-Socialist front against the Labour 
government. 

In 1973, supporters of home rule for Scotland or Wales find 
themselves in the same dilemma. It seems incontestable that a 
majority in each of those countries, and almost certainly in the 
whole of the United Kingdom, wish some degree of self- 
government to be introduced, but they are unable to combine 
to achieve this. If home rule supporters could concentrate their 
votes on a single candidate he would almost certainly win, but 
they are unable to do so because this would entail one party 
standing down in favour of another, and a Scottish Nationalist, 
for instance, will not stand down for a Liberal, whose policy he 
considers does not go nearly far enough, while a Liberal will not 
stand down for a Scottish Nationalist whom he considers to be 
wildly extreme on that question and to have no policy on any 
other. 


THE SECOND BALLOT 

Those who either think it undesirable that any political party 
should be dissuaded from seeking popular support at the polls, 
or recognize it as impracticable to prevent its doing so, wish to 
amend the voting system in such a way that, no matter how 
many candidates may be nominated for a single seat, the suc¬ 
cessful one must have a majority of votes over all his opponents 
combined. 
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Taking the simple case of Stockport North in the 1970 general 
election, 

Owen Conservative 18) 132 

Gregory Labour I7)26i 

Collier Liberal 4,022 

the defeated Labour candidate probably attributed the loss of 
his seat to the ‘intervention’ of a Liberal, believing that in 
Collier’s absence most of his supporters would have voted 
Labour rather than Conservative and would thus have wiped 
out the small Conservative majority. This may be true, but 
there is no means of proving (or disproving) it except by asking 
the Liberals concerned. That could be done by holding a second 
election between Owen and Gregory, those who voted originally 
for Collier being free to support either of these, or, if they dis¬ 
liked both equally, to abstain. 

This method—the second ballot—has been tried in many 
European countries and in Britain by trade unions, but has 
been abandoned almost everywhere except in France. It has 
minor variations which do not affect the principle. Where there 
are a large number of candidates for one office, these may be 
eliminated one at a time, by a series of exhaustive ballots among 
all the candidates except the bottom one^ until some one candi¬ 
date has more votes than all his remaining opponents combined. 
Clearly, this may be a very long process, troublesome, costly, and 
liable to cause such loss of interest on the part of the voters that 
the poll decreases considerably each time and the final winner 
may end with fewer votes than he had on the first count.* The 
exhaustive ballot has therefore died out in this country, except 
for a small and decreasing number of trade unions. Using this 
method, and taking three successive ballots, the French Upper 
House in January 1947 took nearly five hours to elect its presi¬ 
dent from among four candidates. In the United Nations, 
elections by the same system notoriously take many days, if not 
weeks, to complete, with delicate negotiations between the 
ballots. The second or exhaustive ballot may be a simple and 
convenient procedure when the vote can be taken by show of 

^ Two or more candidates may be eliminated together if their combined votes 
are fewer than those of the candidate next above. 

* A three-ballot election of the United Patternmakers Association took from 
November 1946 to February 1947. The number voting fell from 980 in the first 
ballot to 344 in tlie third, and the winner was elected with only a few more votes 
than the lowest of the four candidates had polled in the first ballot. 
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hands at a meeting, but not when it involves the printing of 
ballot papers and possibly their distribution and return by 
post. 

The process is sometimes shortened by limiting the number of 
ballots to two (or perhaps to three or four), the candidate 
leading in the final ballot being elected whether he has a clear 
majority or not. Thus, in the French parliamentary elections 
of 1928-36 the second ballot was final. In those elections, no 
limit was placed on the number of candidates in either ballot, 
nor was candidature in the second ballot limited to persons 
nominated for the first. Usually, some of the candidates least 
successful in the first ballot withdrew, but they were not 
obliged to do so. The second ballot was generally contested by 
the most popular of the original candidates, but sometimes if 
two or more candidates had similar views they would withdraw 
in favour of a new candidate considered more likely to rally that 
block of opinion. An example of this is the first division of Saint 
Etienne in 1936. 


Thibaud 

(Communist) 

First 

ballot 

7,081 

Second 

ballot 

9.160 

Dubreuil 

(Left Republican) 

4.542 

— 

Vernay 

(Radical Socialist) 

3.895 

— 

Besson 

(Left Independent) 

3.239 

1,029 

Robert 

(Socialist) 

1.453 

3 

*Pinay 

(Independent Radical) 


10,861 (elected) 


* Prime Minister, 

* 952 - 



Since France reverted to the second ballot in 1958, the rules 
have been modified, limiting candidature in the second ballot 
to those who in the first ballot received the votes of at least 10 
per cent of the electorate. In Germany from 1870 to 1913, the 
second ballot was restricted to the two candidates leading on the 
first ballot. 


THE ALTERNATIVE VOTE 

The cumbersomeness of the second ballot (or exhaustive 
ballot) can be removed by taking the successive votes in a single 
operation—that is, by asking the voter to indicate, on his 
original and only ballot paper, how he would vote if his favourite 
candidate were defeated and he had to choose again among the 
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remaining candidates. This is the alternative vote. The name 
suggests a limitation to two choices, but that is misleading; the 
number of choices that may be expressed is limited only by 
the number of candidates. 

Under the alternative vote, an elector of Ross & Cromarty, 
for example, would have been invited to place a ‘i’ against the 
name of the candidate he most wished to see elected, ‘2’ against 
the name of the candidate he would vote for if his first preference 
were defeated, and ‘3’ against his next choice after that. The 
returning officer first sorts the papers according to which can¬ 
didate is marked ‘T. If at this stage any one candidate has a 
clear majority of the votes (ic more than all his opponents 
combined), he is declared elected. If, however, no one candidate 
has a clear majority, the returning officer declares defeated the 
candidate who is lowest on the poll and transfers the votes of 
that candidate’s supporters to whichever of the remaining 
candidates they have marked as their next preference. If there 
are more than three candidates, it may be necessary to repeat 
this process with the candidate then lowest on the poll; transfers 
are continued until some one candidate has more votes than all 
his remaining opponents combined. 

The working of the alternative vote can be illustrated by an 
election in which there is little doubt which of the two leading 
candidates would be preferred by the supporters of the third. 
In the 1955 general election. Sir Richard Acland, who had sat 
as the Labour member for Gravesend, dissented from that 
party’s policy in regard to the atomic bomb and stood as an 
Independent ‘ban the bomb’ candidate in competition with an 
official Labour Party nominee. The result was: 

Kirk (Conservative) 22,058 

Mischon (Labour) I 9 >i 49 

Acland (Independent) 6)514 

Under the alternative vote, Acland, being bottom of the poll, 
would be declared defeated and each of his votes would be trans¬ 
ferred to whichever of the other two candidates that voter had 
marked as his second preference. Suppose 5,000 of Acland’s 
supporters expressed a second preference, the other 1,514 votes 
being non-transferable. If 3,955 of them showed a second 
preference for Mishcon and the other 1,045 Kirk, Mishcon 
would win: 
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First count 


Second count 

Kirk 

22,058 

+ 1,045 

23,103 

Mishcon 

19.149 

+ 3,955 

23,104 

Acland 

6,514 

— 6,514 

— 

Non-transferable 

47,721 

+ 1,514 

1,514 

47.721 


Since Acland differed from his former party only on that one 
question, and since his supporters would find the Conservative 
candidate no more sympathetic to their views on that question 
than the Labour one, there is good reason to think that the real 
distribution of second preferences would have been even more 
favourable to Labour; in this instance, therefore, there is little 
doubt that the transfer of votes would have caused a different 
candidate to be elected. 

This procedure certainly does achieve two objects desired by 
those who seek by party agreements to bring about a straight 
fight in every constituency: the winning candidate is elected 
with the backing of a majority of those voting in the final stage 
(though he may, as in this hypothetical case of Mishcon, fail to 
get the support of a majority of all who go to the poll), and 
people of different parties who agree on some aim are enabled 
to combine for that purpose without forgoing their right to 
nominate separate candidates in the first place. 

Those two objects, however, are usually desired only as a 
means to a third; those who agitated in 1950 for an ‘anti- 
Socialist alliance’ did so with a view to defeating the Labour 
candidates. Their underlying assumption was that the anti- 
Labour voters were in a majority and that, therefore, if there 
were a straight fight against Labour everywhere, its opponents 
must win. That this assumption is false is proved by the South 
African election of 1948. The anti-Nationalist majority of votes 
there far exceeded any estimate of the anti-Labour majority in 
this country in 1950. Yet it was the Nationalists who won. 


MAJORITY MEMBERS AND MINORITY GOVERNMENTS 

To ensure that each individual MP is elected with a clear 
majority of the votes in his constituency does not ensure that the 
government placed in power as the result of a general election 
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has the support of a majority of the voters. Still less does it 
secure representation of majority and minority in accordance 
Avith their voting strength. 

The impression that in British elections the over-representa¬ 
tion of a party is always due to its winning seats on a ‘split vote’ 
will not stand up to examination. In all elections since 1918, the 
Conservatives have had the largest number of seats won on a 
split vote (usually more than all the other parties combined), 
even when, as in 1945, they have been badly under-represented. 
The greatest exaggeration of the largest party’s representation 
occurred in 1931, when the number of minority seats was 
smallest (33), while the nearest approach to a proportional 
result was in 1923 when the number of minority seats was the 
second largest in the period (216). The party with the second 
largest number of votes won the 1929 election, when there was 
the record number of 315 minority seats, but the second largest 
party also won in 1951 when there were only 39. 


Seats Won on a Minority Vote 



Con. 

Lab. 

Lib. 

Othen 

Total 

1918 

51 

12 

21 

10 

94 

1922 

95 

54 

17 

10 

176 

1923 

96 

70 

49 

I 

2i6 

1924 

78 

31 

9 

2 

120 

1929 

149 

125 

40 

I 

315 

» 93 i 

21 

4 

7 

I 

33 

1935 

32 

17 

7 

2 

58 

1945 

95 

74 

2 

6 

177 

1950 

106 

76 

5 

0 

187 

1951 

25 

*4 

0 

0 

39 

1955 

25 

11 

I 

0 

37 

1959 

47 

31 

2 

0 

80 


153 

72 

7 

0 

232 

1966 

126 

41 

11 

0 

178 

1970 

68 

45 

6 

3 

122 


What would have happened in those general elections if the 
split votes had been eliminated must be largely a matter of con¬ 
jecture. It is, however, practically certain that the exaggerated 
Labour majority in 1945 would have been made even larger, 
for of the 241 seats for which there was a straight fight between 
Labour and Conservative (or National) candidates. Labour 
won 201. 

Where the second ballot or the alternative vote has been 
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applied, the results have been no more a ‘mirror of opinion’ 
than they are in Britain. The reader who wishes to study for 
himself the effects of these systems in use in various countries 
will find a list of their applications in Appendix I, p. 274; 
here it will suffice to give a few examples. 

Except for some French elections and some in British trade 
unions, the second (or exhaustiv-.) ballot has been abandoned 
and little consideration need be given to it here. The French 
general election of June 1968 will suffice to show that the second 
ballot can give results just as unrepresentative as those of the 
first-past-the-post system: the government party, supported by 
substantially less than half the voters, and by slightly fewer than 
in the subsequent referendum that caused de Gaulle to resign, 
won three-quarters of the seats. ^ 

Clearly, the second ballot affords no guarantee that the 
elected body will reflect the wishes of the voters. 

Neither does the alternative vote. Results under this system 
are as unrepresentative as those of a British general election. 
They vary from the comparatively mild distortion of the 1966 
Australian House of Representatives election (a large parlia¬ 
mentary majority for the Liberal-Country Party alliance with a 
tiny popular majority) to the extreme exaggeration of the 1948 
Alberta election (a clean sweep for Social Credit with 58 per 
cent of the total vote), and the absurdity of Victoria in 1967 
when the Liberals, with fewer first preference votes than Labour, 
secured nearly three times as many seats. 

In Senate elections from 1919 to 1946, each Australian state 
was one constituency returning six members to the Common¬ 
wealth Senate, half of these members being elected every three 
years, and the alternative vote was applied to the election of all 
three (or, in the event of casual vacancies, more) in each con¬ 
stituency. 

In applying the alternative vote to a multi-member constitu¬ 
ency (a method used also in some of their elections by the 
National Union of Mineworkers and the National Union of 
Railwaymen), one candidate is first elected by a clear majority 
by the usual alternative vote procedure. All the papers are then 
recounted to elect the second in the same way, those papers 
marked ‘i’ for the first successful candidate being given imme¬ 
diately to the candidate marked ‘2’, and the process is repeated 

* For details, sec p. 225. 

67 



OTHER MAJORITY SYSTEMS 

until all the seats are filled. It will be evident that the papers 
that elected the first member are used again to elect the second 
and tlien the third, the effect being as if the same people voted 
three times in three single-member constituencies.^ If 5^ people 
out of 100 support candidate A, they must elect him; if the same 
51 people give their next preference to candidate B, he in his 

Australian Senate Elections 




Votes [first 


Date 

Party 

preferences) 

Seats won 

1922 

Labour 

715.562 

II 


All other parties 

850,421 

8 

1925 

Ministerial group 

1,537,282 

22 


Labour and others 

1,267,720 

0 

1928 

Ministerial group 

1.449.169 

12 


Labour and others 

1,456,664 

7 1 

1931 

United Australia-Country Party 

1.737,6 U 

15 


Labour and others 

1 . 397.7 >2 

3 

1934 

United Australia-Country Party 

1,579.471 

18 


Labour and others 

1,708,360 

0 

1937 

Labour 

1.577.370 

16 


All other parties 

1,645,456 

3 

1940 

Nationalist and Country Party 

1,831,138 

1,801,679 

16 


Labour and others 

3 

1943 

Labour 

2,110,099 

19 


All other parties 

1,733,174 

0 

1946 

Labour 

2,133,273 

1.964,254 

16 


All other parties 

3 


(In 1949, the method of election was changed: see below, pp. 69 and 239.) 

turn will also have a clear majority and must be elected. It did 
in fact almost always happen in Senate elections that the same 
party won all the seats in any one constituency. If the same 
people had been divided among three single-member con¬ 
stituencies (each elector casting a vote in one of those constitu¬ 
encies only, instead of in all three), there would not have been 


^ As was done in British Columbia’s provincial election of 1952. 
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the same certainty of a monopoly for the majority party, for a 
smaller party, if its strength happened to be concentrated in a 
particular district, might have a majority in one of those single¬ 
member constituencies. 

Representation of parties in the Senate, therefore, was much 
more distorted than that in the Lower House, and much more 
liable to drastic change on account of a very small turnover of 
votes: for a party to drop from 51 per cent to 49 per cent of the 
votes in any one constituency meant a loss not of one seat but 
of three. This accounts for the Australian government’s decision 
in 1949 to combine with the enlargement of their parliament 
the abolition of this voting system for the Senate and the 
substitution of the single transferable vote form of proportional 
representation. In the previous election, the government party, 
with a very small majority of votes, had won all but three of 
the Senate vacancies; in 1949 it was faced with the virtual 
certainty of a loss of votes which, if the old system were retained, 
would mean losing every one of the larger number of seats then 
to be contested. Under the new system, polling a little under 
half the votes, it held just half the contested seats. 

If election of each member by a clear majority does not 
guarantee a representative parliament, neither does it guaran¬ 
tee strong or stable government. Experience under the second 
ballot, indeed, suggests the contrary. In the 1930s, only one 
country still used the second ballot for its parliamentary elec¬ 
tions, and that country—France—was the one looked upon by 
the rest of the world as the outstanding example of weak and 
ever-changing governments, with a multitude of little parties 
unable to practise any lasting co-operation amongst themselves. 
Other countries which had previously used the second ballot 
had experienced similar tendencies. In Germany, with marked 
differences in other political circumstances, the same excess of 
splinter parties and the same lack of co-operation among them 
existed. 

There is insufficient evidence to show whether those con¬ 
ditions were actually produced by the second ballot or would 
have existed under the first-past-the-post system. It would be 
expected that the number of small parties contesting elections 
(though not necessarily the number winning seats) wovdd be 
increased by a system under which candidates who have little 
hope of election can stand in the first ballot without fear of 
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‘splitting the vote’, but we must remember that no country 
would introduce the second ballot or the alternative vote unless 
it already had more than two parties. 


PARTY BARGAINING 

The second ballot and the alternative vote are clearly often 
responsible for unhappy effects on the relations between the 
parties. Under either of them the successful candidate owes his 
election to the support of some other and smaller party, and is 
therefore to some extent its prisoner. The small party may 
spontaneously transfer its votes to a larger one with which it has 
a great measure of agreement, or it may sell its support for the 
promise of some concession. Such bargains are more likely when 
time elapses between the first and second ballots than when (by 
the alternative vote) both are taken together, for the first ballot 
makes it known for certain which candidates are in the running 
for first place and which have no chance. Moreover, in the time 
between the two ballots the parties can concentrate all their 
propaganda on persuading the electors to accept the desired 
combinations. Where the second ballot is not automatically 
restricted to the leading candidates, negotiations to decide who 
shall withdraw may cause just as much trouble as attempts to 
avoid a ‘split vote’ under the first-past-the-post system. The 
alternative vote has the advantage of eliminating all occasion 
for withdrawals. 

Either system, however, may involve party combinations that 
are quite incongruous and dictated by nothing more than 
political opportunism. In the last second ballot election in 
Belgium there was an instance of contradictory alliances within 
the same constituencies. In Verviers, the Socialists, having a 
grievance against the Liberals, spoiled the latter’s chances of 
election to the Senate by voting in the second ballot for the 
Clericals, while in the election for the Lower House the Liberals 
retaliated by also voting Clerical to keep out the Socialists. The 
result was to give the Clericals every seat in both Houses for 
that district. In France a few years later (1908), in a series of 
by-elections, reactionary Conservatives brought about the 
defeat of Radicals by Socialists. In the second ballot, they voted 
for the latter on the ground that they, the Socialists, were 
enemies of the Republic which these Monarchist Conservatives 
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wished to destroy. There is no reason to think that similar 
incongruous combinations would be impossible in our own 
country. 

In Belgium, the evil effects of the second ballot were intensi¬ 
fied by the dual nature of the state, a union of devoutly Roman 
Catholic Flemings, predominantly engaged in agriculture, with 
French-speaking Walloons, who are largely urban and indus¬ 
trial and inclined to be anti-clerical. If such a state is to survive 
and prosper, it is clearly desirable to avoid anything that will 
accentuate these divisions and set one group against the other. 
But that is precisely what the old voting system did: it was made 
to appear that political differences coincided strictly with 
religious and linguistic ones. Thus the French-speaking districts, 
though they contained many members of the Catholic Party, 
were represented almost solely by Liberals and Socialists, while 
Flanders, though containing many Liberals and Socialists, re¬ 
turned only members of the Catholic Party.^ Professor Her- 
mens** admits this evil, but ascribes it to the fact that the second 
ballot was applied in constituencies that nearly all returned 
several members each; he suggests that it could have been 
remedied by adopting single-member constituencies. It is true 
that this might have improved the position, but it would not 
necessarily have done so; everything depends on whether the 
minority was so distributed as to be a majority in certain places.® 
While this was the case in some of the rural districts of Wallonia, 
it was not so in the industrial areas or in Flanders. Of the nine 
single-member constituencies that did exist, the five in the 
province of Luxembourg did return representatives of both 
sides, but the four in Flanders all elected Catholics (by very 

^ The same pattern reappeared in 1950, in the referendum on the return of King 
Leopold (necessarily a majority vote). 

In the USA, a similar suppression of minority representation by the first-past- 
the-post system was a major cause of the Civil War (sec Unanimous Report of Select 
Committee on Representative Reform, presented to the Senate, 2 March 1869). Northern 
and Southern States each contained a minority sympathetic to the views of the 
other, but these minorities had little voice in Congress. An instance of the unifying 
effect of proportional representation is Czechoslovakia after the first world war, 
where representation of their respective minorities prevented what might otherwise 
have been a sharp cleavage between Bohemia and Slovakia. See also Northern 
Ireland, p. 253. 

® Europe Between Democracy and Anarchy, p. 99. 

* Compare the position in the Engli^ county of Sussex, which is divided into 
twelve single-member constituencies. For nine elections running (until Labour won 
its first seat in 1964), each of these constituencies had a Conservative majority; 
consequently, their parliamentary representation was exactly the same as it would 
have been if the undivided county elected all its Members by the block vote. 
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large majorities). Figures for 1936 showed the Socialists to be 
the largest party in 24 out of the 28 cantons of Liege. ^ 

The drawbacks of the second ballot caused it to be denounced 
in the strongest terms by leading citizens of the countries using 
it. A German, Karl Blind,^ said that the Kuhhandel, or bargain¬ 
ing between parties before the second ballot, ‘brings out the 
worst symptoms of intrigue and political immorality’. In 
France, Raymond Poincard declared that it would be of no use 
‘to replace one kind of constituency by another if you do not, at 
the same time, suppress the gamble of the majority system and 
the jobbery of second ballots’, while another Frenchman of very 
different political complexion, the Socialist Jean Jaures, 
pleaded for its replacement by a proportional system which 
would ‘make such unnatural alliances impossible’. 

The alternative vote has roused less vehement denunciation; 
partly because voting in the one operation offers less oppor¬ 
tunity for the more blatant forms of Kuhhandel, partly because 
the only countries where it has been used for parliamentary 
elections (Australia and the Canadian Provinces of Alberta and 
British Columbia) have a less stormy political background. It 
does, however, share with the second ballot the essential 
feature that it makes a member’s election depend on the support 
of some party smaller than his own, and involves the major 
parties in angling for the second preferences of those groups that 
have least support in the electorate. For this reason, Winston 
Churchill® described it as ‘the worst of all possible plans ... the 
stupidest, the least scientific and the most unreal. The decision 
... is to be determined by the most worthless votes given for the 
most worthless candidates’. 

The alternative vote has only two real advantages over the 
first-past-the-post system. In the event of a dispute over a party’s 
choice of candidate, it enables the party to run two (or more) 
candidates without risk of splitting the vote, thus referring the 
dispute to the electors. And, by doing away with the fear of 
splitting the vote, it makes the first preferences a much more 
reliable indication of the voters’ real opinions than X’s can be. 
The seats won, however, will not necessarily be any truer 
reflection of the votes cast, and may even be a wo]*se one. 

^ Centre d’Etudes pour la R^forme de TEtat; report of committee on electoral 
questions, 1937, p. 557. 

^ Nineteenth Centuryy March 1907. 

® In a speech on the Alternative Vote Bill; House of Commons, 2 June 1931. 
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THE WASTED VOTE BOGEY 

A genuine advantage of the alternative vote over the first- 
past-the-post system is that, although it does nothing to improve 
the relation between the votes cast and the total result, it may 
improve the relation between the votes cast and the real wishes 
of those casting them. It used to be assumed that if an elector 
votes for a given candidate or a given party, he prefers that 
candidate or that party to any other, but the suspicion has been 
growing that this is not necessarily true, and the suspicion be¬ 
comes a certainty if we compare totals of votes with the other 
measures of public opinion that are now available. 

Before the 1950 election the following question was asked in a 
Gallup poll: Would you vote Liberal if you thought the Liberals 
could win? To this question, no less than 38 per cent replied 
‘yes’—28 per cent more than then intended to vote Liberal and 
29 per cent more than actually did so.^ That is to say, the votes 
of more than one-quarter of the entire electorate were deter¬ 
mined less by what they themselves wanted than by what they 
guessed most of the other electors to want. Knowing that this 
was so, the larger parties (especially on this occasion the Con¬ 
servatives) devoted much of their efforts to the capture of 
potential Liberal votes, not by extolling their own virtues or by 
attacking any feature of the Liberal programme, but by per¬ 
suading the electors that the Liberal candidates had no chance 
—‘a vote for the Liberal is a vote wasted’. The argument is 
extended from the constituency to Parliament as a whole, the 
suggestion being that it is a waste to elect a spokesman of a 
particular point of view, if that member cannot expect to form 
part of a parliamentary majority. 

The potency of the wasted vote argument is due to the fear of 
letting in on a ‘split vote’ the candidate one most dislikes: for 
example a Liberal of strongly anti-Socialist views may fear a 
result like that of Watford in 1970: 

Labour 19)698 

Conservative 19,622 

Liberal 3,778 

' News Chronicle 25 January 1950. On 22 September 1968, the Sunday Times pub¬ 
lished the result of a poll in which no less than 52 per cent replied 21 similar 

question. 
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and may therefore vote for the Conservative as the candidate 
he believes to have the better chance of defeating Labour. 
But, as we have seen in the examination of the Ross and 
Cromarty election, such a course becomes pointless under the 
alternative vote, because, in the event which that elector fears, 
his vote will be transferred to the Conservatives: he can safely 
vote ‘i’ for the candidate he really prefers, even if he is con¬ 
vinced that this candidate will receive no other vote at all. 

It is therefore probable that the alternative vote would cause 
candidates to receive votes much more nearly in accord with 
their true popularity with the electors. It is mainly the small 
parties and Independents who would get more votes than they 
do now, but in some cases the benefit would go to a party 
which, although perhaps the largest in the country as a whole, 
is a bad third in a particular place—for example, in the condi¬ 
tions of 1970, Labour supporters in Orpington or Conservatives 
in Colne Valley would no longer have any reason for hesitating 
to vote for the party they really prefer. This, however, need not 
mean that the seats won would be any better reflection of the 
voters’ wishes—^nor need it mean, as is often assumed, that the 
alternative vote would greatly favour the Liberals because they 
would get second preferences from both Labour and Conserva¬ 
tive voters. Suppose it to be true that all Conservatives prefer a 
Liberal to a Socialist and all Labovu* voters prefer a Liberal to a 
Conservative, the effect of this under the alternative vote would 
depend on how many people voted Liberal as their Jirst prefer¬ 
ence. In recent elections most Liberal candidates have been 
third on the poll—the position in which, under the alternative 
vote, they would be eliminated without ever having the chance 
to profit from being preferred by both Conservatives and Labour 
to one another. The alternative vote gives no chance at all to the 
candidate who is everyone’s second choice.^ If the extra votes 
obtained by Liberals with the ‘wasted vote’ bogey removed 
were insufficient to raise them above the third place, they would 
not obtain one single extra seat; if, on the contrary, they were 
second on the first count (and neither of the others had a clear 
majority) they would be bound to win—unless there were a 
Labour-Conservative alliance against them.* 

Our only guide to the possible extent of the rise in the Liberal 
vote is the public opinion polls referred to on p. 73 and later 

* For a method which does, see Appendix vi, p. 294. * See p. 70. 
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ones giving similar results. It is clear that if the 38 per cent in 
the 1950 Gallup poll were fairly evenly distributed over the 
country^ and if the other two major parties were nearly equal, 
it would be possible for the Liberals to be at least second in 
every constituency and consequently to win every seat for just 
over one-third of the votes! It will be noticed, however, that 
this conclusion depends on several assumptions, any or all of 
which may prove true or false. The effect of introducing the 
alternative vote in 1950 conditions would have been therefore 
extremely uncertain. The result for the Liberal party could 
have been anything from the loss of the five seats it won on a 
minority vote to the winning of virtually every seat in the House. 


HOW THE MINORITY WINS 

At this point we must consider why it is that to eliminate so 
obvious a source of unfairness as the minority vote should do 
nothing to make the relation between votes polled and seats 
won any closer or any more predictable than it is in a British 
election now. 

Many people find difficulty in believing that if the result of an 
election is as fair as it can be made in each constituency individu¬ 
ally, the result over the whole country can yet be very unfair— 
especially that if each seat be contested only by two parties it is 
possible for the smaller of the two to win. Thus, when it was seen 
that this had happened in South Africa, it was widely assumed 
that the reason lay in a variation in the size of constituencies. 
Even so conscientious an organ as the Manchester Guardian^ made 
this assertion without feeling itself obliged to test its truth. 

It is of course quite obvious—and has been so since the days 
of Old Sarum—that it is unfair for a very few electors in one 
place to elect as many representatives as a very large number of 
electors in another, and that if the places of very small elector¬ 
ates return members of a particular party, that party will thus 
obtain more representation than if the constituencies were equal. 
This was why® the Conservative leaders in 1905 were alive to 
the need for redistribution. The over-representation of Labour 
in the 1945 parliament was attributed by some to this factor: a 
number of safe Labour seats in East London had electorates 

^ For discussion of the effects of the distribution of a party’s strength, see p. 77. 

“ 10 November 1948. ® See p. 58. 
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very much below the average number. A block of five safe 
Labour (or Communist) seats in Poplar and Stepney had a total 
electorate of only 91,730, while a block of five safe Conservative 
seats in Surrey between East Surrey and Farnham had 380,073 
electors. Clearly, this factor must have had some influence on 
the total result, but equally clearly it cannot suffice to explain 
it, for this same discrepancy in electorates had existed in almost 
as great a degree in the years preceding the Second World War, 
when the Conservatives were even more over-represented than 
Labour was in 1945. 

That greater equality for voters in different districts may 
mean less equality between voters supporting different parties 
appeared clearly in the controversy preceding the 1970 election. 
The Labour government was attacked for not implementing 
the boundary commissions’ proposals which remedied some 
gross inequalities between constituencies. Clearly, those in¬ 
equalities deserved to be remedied, but it was generally agreed 
that to do so before the election would give the Conservatives 
about 20 extra seats, thus increasing the inequality in value 
between a Labour and a Conservative vote. (In the actual 1970 
election it took an average of 39,000 votes to elect a Conserva¬ 
tive MP, 42,000 to elect a Labour one.) 

In the 1948 and 1953 elections in South Africa, it was per¬ 
fectly true that the Nationalist Party and its ally the Afrikaner 
Party were strong in districts that had relatively small elector¬ 
ates, while the United Party and its ally the Labour Party were 
strong in the districts with larger electorates; this ‘weighting’ of 
constituencies did favour Malan’s side. It is, however, quite easy 
to see from the 1953 figures that the effect of the ‘weighting’ was 
far too small to account for the anomalous results. 

The figures for the 1953 general election were as follows: 


Nationalists 
United Party 
Labour Party 

* Plus 2 unopposed. 


Votes Seats 

598,685 92* 

f }43t 

I Plus 18 unopposed. 


Thus, the party with the fewer votes won, in the contested con¬ 
stituencies, more than twice as many seats as its opponents. The 
difference in the size of the constituencies could account for this 
only if the ‘weighting’ were so great that the electorate in con¬ 
stituencies won by Nationalists averaged less than half the 
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electorate of constituencies won by their opponents. In fact, the 
average electorates (taking the latest figures available in 
London at the time of the election) were 9,727 for the National¬ 
ists and 11,148 for the Opposition—the ratio of the electorates 
was not I to 2 but 32 to 37. If the uncontested constituencies 
were included, the difference would be somewhat larger, but so 
would be the Opposition majority of votes. 

The ‘weighting’ of electorates, therefore, can have been only 
a minor contributory factor, not the cause of Malan’s victory in 
1953. Still less could it account for the similar result in 1948, for 
the ‘weighting’ then was smaller: the six Nationalist constitu¬ 
encies of South West Africa, whose electorates average only 
about 4,000, were not included in the 1948 election. 

What then did account for the victory of the minority on both 
occasions? It becomes obvious if we arrange the successful 
candidates in the order of their majorities: most United Party 
candidates polled many votes that were wasted in piling up huge 
majorities, while most Nationalist candidates slipped into their 
seats by small majorities. In 1948, the largest United Party 
majority was 6,388, or 79 per cent of the total poll in that con¬ 
stituency, and there were 17 United Party or Labour majorities 
larger than the largest Nationalist’majority of 4,025 (50-5 per 
cent of the total poll in that constituency), while of the majorities 
below 1,000 the Nationalists had 28 and their opponents only 
12. In 1953, this contrast was even more marked: the United 
Party achieved a record majority of 8,503 (Durban North, 
electorate 11,158) but elected only 6 candidates with majorities 
below 2,000, compared with no less than 52 Nationalists having 
majorities of from 1,976 down to 47 (Brakpan, Transvaal, 
electorate 11,232). The reason for the reversal of the voters’ 
wishes in these two general elections is that a majority of 47 
(0-48 per cent of those voting) confers upon a party just as much 
advantage as a majority of 8,503 (83 per cent of those voting). 
Since one majority, no matter how large or how small, returns 
one candidate, a party whose votes are so distributed as to give 
small majorities in many places will win more seats than a larger 
party whose votes are concentrated in a few places. 

Among similar examples from British general elections is the 
group of seven West London constituencies in 1950, where the 
largest party won two seats by huge majorities while a smaller 
party won five seats by small majorities. 
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This reversal of the voters’ will in this area has occurred in six 
of the eight post-war elections. 



Conser¬ 


Independent 


Com¬ 


vative 

Labour 

Labour 

Liberal 

munist 

Chelsea 

2347 * 

9,987 


3,» i 6 


Kensington, S. 

32,870 

8,002 


4,079 


Kensington, N. 

17.991 

21,615 


2,522 

551 

Fulham, E. 

16,233 

18,998 


2,214 

399 

Fulham, W. 

17,292 

20,141 


1,949 

Hammersmith, N. 

10,406 

13,346 

8,457 

1,402 


Hammersmith, S. 

16,161 

18,825 

1,400 


Total votes 

134,424 

110,914 

8,457 

16,682 

950 

Total seats 

2 

5 

0 

0 

0 


If the press discussion of the cube-law’ did nothing else, it was 
worth while as a means of bringing home to the public that a 
party’s success in a general election under a majority system 
depends not only on the votes it gets but also on how those votes 
are distributed over the country. No matter what care may be 
taken to avoid other sources of unfairness, the largest party will 
lose to a smaller one if its voting strength is sufficiently concen¬ 
trated in certain districts. 

Occurrences such as the clean sweep in Alberta or the rever¬ 
sal of the voters’ will in South Africa cannot be prevented if each 
constituency elects only one member, no matter whether that 
election be by the first-past-the-post method or by an absolute 
majority. Even if it were possible to eliminate completely all 
three-cornered fights and all variations in electorates, the same 
vote could still give any result between the one extreme and the 
other, as shown in the following example of five imaginary 
constituencies, each having exactly i,ooo voters: 


Election I Election II 


Constituency 

Party A Party B 

Party A Party B 

Central 

630 

370 

820 

180 

East 

600 

400 

400 

600 

North 

yso 

280 

850 

150 

South 

530 

470 

450 

550 

West 

520 

480 

480 

520 

Total votes 

3,000 

2,000 

3,000 

2,000 

Seats 

5 

0 

2 

3 


^ See above, p. 56. 
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are distributed among ibc constituencies—or in other words, 
the way the constituencies are distributed over the country. To 
take a simple example, imagine a town whose electorate entitles 
it to three members and a conscientious boundary commission 
trying to divide this town fairly into three constituencies. Two 


possibilities are*. 

[a) to follow obvious lines of communication, using as boun¬ 
daries main roads leading to the centre, or r . • 

(fel to follow the division of the town into a manulacturmg 
centre, a residential suburb north of this, and a residential 
suburb south of it. Either is a reasonable .^"^"Sement w^c i 
anyone might adopt without ulterior motive, but either may 
result in gross distortion of the town’s wishes. Again assuming 
that there® are only two parties, and that it is 
constituencies exactly equal in electorate, we may 



Seats 3 



Party A Party B 

C. 14,000 9,000 

N. 11,000 12,000 

S. 11,000 12,000 

36,000 33,000 
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larger party with its strength heavily concentrated in the in¬ 
dustrial centre, and the smaller party concentrated in the 
suburbs; arrangement (a) may then deprive the large minority 
of all representation whatsoever, while {b) may give it two seats 
to the majority’s one. 

It is evident that a prejudiced boundary commission may 
deliberately manipulate the boundaries so as to favour the one 
party or the other, and that it may be suspected of having done 
so even when it is completely innocent of any such intention. An 
admitted instance of this manoeuvre has given the name of 
gerrymander to this form of fraud: Governor Elbridge Gerry of 
Massachusetts was responsible for the law of 1812 which pro¬ 
vided for the division of the State into new Senatorial districts 
and resulted in the election of 29 Senators by 50,164 voters of 
Governor Gerry’s party, while 51,766 voters of the opposing 
party elected only 11. The new boundaries ignored all natural 
and customary lines and produced constituencies of odd shapes; 
when one such shape was compared to a salamander, the editor 
of a local paper replied: ‘I call it a Gerrymander.’^ 

While the intentional gerrymander is rare in our time and 
country, the suspicion of its existence may seriously embitter 
relations between parties. Especially is that so in a country like 
Northern Ireland, where a political minority, which coincides 
largely with a religious minority, believes (rightly or wrongly) 
that it is deliberately deprived by the majority of even that share 
of power to which its numbers entitle it. English electors usually 
have more confidence in the impartiality of boundary commis¬ 
sions, and accept as part of the natural order of things that, for 
instance, in two successive general elections (1959 and 1964) the 
Conservatives polled the most votes in Leicester but Labour 
won three out of the four seats. 

When no movement of boundaries is taking place, suspicions 
may arise concerning the movement of people. In Northern 
Ireland it was alleged that a new municipal housing estate was 
placed on a site highly inconvenient to the tenants in order that 
the predominantly Nationalist inhabitants should find them¬ 
selves in a ward where they were in a hopeless minority instead 
of in one where they would have had a chance of electing 
councillors. English local authorities also have sometimes been 
accused of similar manoeuvres. 

* See Th* Machumy of Polities, W. R. Ware, 1872. 
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HOW THE MINORITY WINS 

The result indeed of a general election under the British 
system depends on the distribution (accidental or planned) of 
majorities; and this must remain true so long as election is by a 
majority in single-member constituencies. Returning to the 
imaginary example on p. 76, it should be clear that the lack of 
any correspondence between votes and seats arises from the fact 
that in each constituency the larger party wins one seat and the 
other none, quite irrespective o( h>w much larger the first party 
may be. In the second election, the supporters of Party A in 
East, South and West are almost as numerous as those of Party 
B, but they can get no representation, while on the other hand 
their huge majority in the Central Division brings them no 
more representation than did their very small majority in the 
West Division in the first election. 

No escape from this position is possible so long as only one 
representative is elected at a time. At best, we can ensure only 
that he represents the majority; the minority, even if it be only 
one fewer than the majority, can have no representative, and 
the majority can have no more than one, even if it should 
amount to 99 per cent of the voters. If, on the other hand, our 
imaginary town with its five divisions were to vote as one unit 
for its five members, it would then become possible to ensure 
that the larger party should have the larger share of representa¬ 
tion and that the smaller party should have a smaller share. 
Also, if there are no longer any boundaries to be drawn within 
the town, the possibility of gerrymandering disappears so far as 
that town is concerned. 


F 
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CHAPTER IV 


Semi-proportional Systems 

‘Every European state contains within itself linguistic minor¬ 
ities; small states and nations are minorities among bigger states 
and nations, and even the greatest states and nations in the last 
resort are a minority in comparison with the whole of mankind. 

Therefore, a proper solution of the problem of minorities is the 
presupposition of a better and more cosmopolitan organization 
in the world.*— Thomas Masaryk: quoted by Robert Birley 
in his Masaryk centenary address, 7 March 1950. 

W e have seen that, whilst single-member constituencies 
can give no guarantee of any of the objects considered 
desirable in an election, one of these at least (the 
reflection of party strength among the voters by the number of 
the parties’ representatives) does become possible when we have 
constituencies each returning several members. This object, 
however, is not attained under the block vote. Also, the multi¬ 
member constituency, in which each party usually nominates 
several can<fldates, should give the voter an opportunity of 
exercising a personal choice, but the block vote, as we have 
pointed out, prevents him from taking the opportunity. Hence 
attempts have been made to modify it. 

THE LIMITED VOTE 

The first such modification is a reduction in the number of 
votes allowed to be cast. It should have been clear from the 
discussion of the block vote that the almost invariable monopoly 
of all the seats by one party, and the small influence of the 
candidate’s personal qualities, are both due to the elector’s 
being able to exercise one vote for each seat that is to be filled. 
If, in the example on p. 37, the electors had had two votes each 
instead of three, it might be expected that most of the first 
party’s supporters would give those two votes to its best candi¬ 
dates, A and B, so that the less popular candidate C would have 
fewer votes than the second party’s best candidate L, and would 
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THE LIMITED VOTE 

lose the third seat to him. This device—the limited vote—is thus 
capable of giving due representation to both majority and min¬ 
ority, and of securing that each shall be represented by its most 
popular candidates. Unfortunately, it does not achieve those 
objects with certainty. We have had some experience of the 
method in Great Britain, and an account of that experience will 
indicate its merits and defects. 

The limited vote was first proposed by Mackworth Praed in 
debates on the Reform Bill in 1831 and 1832. Up to that time, 
most constituencies returned two members apiece. The Reform 
Bill provided that a third member should be added to the repre¬ 
sentation of each of seven counties, and that certain other 
counties should each be divided into two or more two-member 
constituencies. Praed proposed that these members should be 
added without any sub-division of counties, and that in con¬ 
stituencies returning three or four members an elector should 
not be allowed to vote for more than two candidates. His object 
was to enable large minorities to obtain representation. 

Praed’s proposal was not adopted, but it was revived by 
Lord Aberdeen’s government in 1854, in a bill extending three- 
member representation to more counties and boroughs. This 
bill had to be shelved owing to the Crimean war. The limited 
vote was, however, applied to 13 constituencies under the Rep¬ 
resentation of the People Act of 1867, an amendment similar to 
Praed’s being introduced by Lord Cairns and carried. The 
system remained in force until the Redistribution Act of 1885, 
when three-member constituencies were abolished. The table 
(p. 84) shows that it did secure the representation of minorities. 
The ‘probable results’ are based on the hypothesis that if each 
voter could have given one vote to each of three candidates (or 
four in the City of London) each of the parties would have 
nominated three candidates (four in the City of London), and 
that, as the electors would for the most part have voted on party 
lines, the larger body would have secured all the three (or four) 
seats. In fact, a clean sweep by one party occurred in only two 
constituencies (Birmingham and Glasgow) where the minorities 
were small. Elsewhere, except in one case^ the Conservatives 
obtained one representative where the Liberals were in a 
majority, and the Liberals had one representative in each of the 
constituencies with a Conservative majority. 

^ See p. 84 below. 
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BRITISH PARLIAMENTARY ELECTIONS UNDER THE LIMITED 

VOTE 



1 

1 

1868 



1874 


1 

1880 


' Actual 
results 
with 
limited 
vote 

\ Probable 
results 
ivithout 
limited 
vote 

1 Actual 
results 
with 
limited 
vote 

Probable 

results 

without 

limited 

vote 

Actual 

results 

with 

limited 

vote 

Probable 

results 

without 

limited 

vote 


L. 

C. 

L. 

C. I 

L. 

C. j 

L. 

C. 

L. 

a 

L. a 

Berkshire 

1 

2 

0 

3 ' 

I 

2 

0 

3 

\ 

2 

0 3 i 

Birmingham 

3 

0 

3 

0 

3 

0 

3 

0 

3 

0 

3 0 

Buckinghamshire 

I 

2 

0 

3 

1 

2 

0 

3 

I 

2 

0 3 

Cambridgeshire 

I 

2 

0 

3 

I 

2 

0 

3 

I 

2 

0 3 

Dorsetshire 

I 

2 

0 

3 

I 

2 

0 

3 

I 

2 

0 3 

Glasgow 

3 

0 

3 

0 

2 

1 

3 

0 

3 

0 

3 « 

Herefordshire 

1 

2 

0 

3 

I 

2 

0 

3 

2 

I 

3 0 

Hertfordshire 

2 

I 

3 

0 

I 

2 

3 

0 

I 

2 

0 3 

Leeds 

2 

I 

3 

0 

I 

2 

0 

3 

2 

I 

3 0 

Liverpool 

I 

2 

0 

3 

1 

2 

0 

3 

I 

2 

0 3 

London (City) 

3 

1 

4 

0 

I 

3 

0 

4 

I 

3 

0 4 

Manchester 

2 

I 

3 

0 

1 

2 

0 

3 

2 

I 

3 0 

Oxfordshire 

1 

2 

0 

3 

I 

2 

0 

3 

I 

2 

0 3 


22 

18 

19 

21 

16 

24 

9 31 

20 

20 

15 25 


This minority representation, however, has in it an element of 
uncertainty. The limited vote does not guarantee that majority 
and minority will always get their fair share of seats, and the 
reason will be appreciated by an examination of the 1880 
figures for Birmingham. The Liberals won all three seats, the 
figures being as follows: 


P. H. Muntz (Liberal) 22,969 
John Bright (Liberal) 20,079 
Joseph Chamberlain 

(Liberal) 19,544 


Maj. F. Burnaby 

(Conservative) 15,735 
Hon. A. C. G. Calthorpe 

(Conservative) 14,208 


62,592 


29.943 


The Conservatives obtained just under one-third of the total 
votes and failed to obtain one of the three seats. They might 
very well have got one, however, if the Liberal vote had been 
less evenly divided among their three candidates: had a larger 
proportion of the Liberal voters given their two votes to Muntz 
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THE LIMITED VOTE 

and Bright, Chamberlain might easily have polled fewer votes 
than the higher of the two Conservative candidates. To reap the 
full advantage of their numerical superiority, it was necessary 
for the Liberal organization to make an extensive canvass of 
supporters, to ascertain their numbers as accurately as possible, 
and to give the voters in each district precise instructions as to 
how they should vote.^ But had there been a mistake in their 
calculations, and had the polls disclosed a larger number of 
Conservatives than was expected, the nomination of three 
Liberal candidates would have meant disaster. This did happen 
in Leeds, where the result in 1874 was as follows: 


Carter (Liberal) 
Baines (Liberal) 
Lees (Liberal) 

15^390 

11,850 

5.994 

Wheelhouse (Conservative) 
Tennant (Conservative) 

14,864 

13.192 

Total votes 

33.234 


28,056 

Scats 

I 


2 


Had the Liberals confined themselves to two candidates, it is 
highly probable that both would have polled more than the 
lower Conservative and would therefore have been elected, but 
the attempt to win all three seats resulted in giving the minority 
party the larger share of the representation. It was not safe for 
a party to nominate three candidates unless that party could 
be sure that its supporters numbered at least 60 per cent of the 
electorate, and that those supporters would vote as ordered. 

The uncertain operation of the limited vote can be seen also 
in Gibraltar, where it was used to elect the former City Council 
(four votes for seven councillors) and since 1968 has been used 
to elect the House of Assembly (eight votes for 15 seats). In 
1945, the largest party ran seven candidates and, by dividing its 
votes economically among them, elected all seven. In 1972, the 
two nearly equal parties did each secure their fair share of the 
seats (8 and 7) but only because each of them limited itself to 
eight candidates. Had the larger party speculated on being able 
to elect a ninth, the splitting of its votes might well have resulted 
in its least favoured candidate (4,604 votes in the actual elec- 

* ‘One ward voted for A and B, another for A and C, a third for B and C, a 
fourth for A and B, etc. The voter who had left the selection of the three candidates 
to the general committee was also to renounce the privilege of selecting from them 
the two which he preferred. “Vote as you arc told” was the pass word.’ Ostrogorski, 
Democracy and the Organisation of Political Parties, 1903, Vol. i, p. 162. 
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tion) receiving fewer votes than the least favoured of the oppo- 
sing candidates (4,337, the only candidate not elected}.* 

The minority, on its side, can be sure of representation in a 
three-member constituency if it numbers more than two-fifths 
of the voters and if it does not nominate more than two candi¬ 
dates. The more the vote is limited, the greater becomes the 
opportunity for minorities to obtain representation. In a four- 
member constituency, if each elector has three votes the 
minority must number three-sevenths of the voters before it can 
certainly obtain a representative; if, however, each elector is 
limited to two votes, the minority need only exceed one-third 
of the voters to be sure of returning a member.^ 


THE SINGLE NON-TRANSFERABLE VOTE 

If the number of votes per elector is reduced to one, the result 
is likely to be still more representative. The chief test of this 
method (the single non-transferable vote) has been in Japan, 
where it has given, in all the free elections that country has had 
since 1900, results much more nearly reflecting the wishes of the 
voters than those in the United Kingdom. In 1969 the House of 
Representatives was elected in constituencies each returning 
(with one single-member exception) three, four or five members 
and the result was as follows; 



VoUs, % 

Seats 

won 

Seats in 
proportion 
to votes 

Liberal Democratic Party 

47-6 

288 

232 

Socialists 

21'4 

90 

104 

Democratic Socialist Party 

7-7 

3 * 

37 

Komeito 

10-9 

47 

53 

Communists 

6-8 

14 

33 

Other small parties 

o-i 

0 

0 

Independents 

5-5 

16 

27 

Totals 

100-0 


486 


^ See abo p. 250. 

• Suppose that in a four-member constituency the number of voters is 21,000, 
and that there are two parties, having 12,000 and 9,000 supporters respectively. If 
each elector has three votes, the larger party will get 36,000 votes in all, or g,ooo 
for each of four candidates if they were divided exactly evenly. No candidate of the 
smaller party can get more than 9,000 votes. Hence, if the larger party j’ust exceeds 
12,000 voters out of 21,000 it can win all four seats, but if the smaller party just 
exceeds 9,000 it must win at least one scat. If, however, each elector has only two 
votes, the corresponding position is reached when the parties have respectively 
14,000 and 7,000 supporters: the larger party will then poll a total of 28,000 votes, 
or 7,000 for each of four candidates if they are evenly distributed. 
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THE CUMULATIVE VOTE 

This method clearly is open to the same sort of objections as 
is the limited vote. For example, a party hoping for, but not 
certain of, a large increase in its vote dares not nominate as 
many candidates as the country may wish to elect, for fear that 
by dividing its votes among too many candidates it may cause 
some, or even all, of them to fail. The Socialists in 1969 did lose 
twelve seats in this way.^ The ir etiiod has therefore tended to 
produce stagnation, each party iiesitating to run the risk of 
nominating more candidates than were successful in the pre¬ 
vious election. A further objection is that the voters may resent 
being limited to expressing an opinion about only one candidate, 
out of perhaps a dozen or more who offer themselves for elec¬ 
tion. The method is simple, and suitable for use in an illiterate 
electorate; in such circumstances the candidates can be repre¬ 
sented on the ballot paper by symbols. 

THE CUMULATIVE VOTE 

The cumulative vote is another device to improve on the 
block vote. As under the latter, the elector has as many votes as 
there are seats to be filled in his constituency, but he is not 
obliged to give one vote to each of that number of candidates; 
he may give two or more votes to one candidate. This has the 
obvious advantage of enabling the voter to express quite em¬ 
phatically his preference for a particular individual, and to do 
so without necessarily depriving himself of the opportunity to 
support any other candidate in addition. Like the limited vote, 
it does promote the representation of minorities and the return 
of the most popular candidates, but is uncertain in its operation. 

The name ‘cumulative vote’ appears for the first time in 
^853,® but three years earlier the system was recommended by 
a committee of the Privy Council for preventing the monopoly 
of colonial Legislative Councils by one party® and was applied 
to Cape Colony. It continued to be used there for the election 
of the Legislative Council until that Council disappeared under 
the new constitution of the Union of South Africa in 1909, and 
Lord Milner* contrasted its effects most favourably with those 

^ For details of that election, see Representation^ April 1970. 

• In an open letter entitled Minorities and Majorities: their Relative Rights, by James 
Garth Marsliall to Lord John Russell. 

• See Earl Grey, The Colonial Policy of the Administration of Lord John Russell, Vol. 2, 

Appendix, p. 362. * House of Lords, 31 July 1906. 
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of the majority system used to elect the House of Assembly 
(Lower House). In the Assembly, the division between Dutch 
and British stock was accentuated, for one part of the Colony 
returned only Boer representatives, the other part only non- 
Boers; in the Legislative Council, on the contrary, the minority 
in each region had representation. Lord Milner was convinced 
that this had ‘a great bearing upon the development of better 
feeling between the two great races of South Africa whom we 
are all agreed in desiring to see ultimately amalgamated and 
fused’. 

An attempt by Robert Lowe to introduce the cumulative 
vote into the Electoral Reform Bill of 1867 failed, and the only 
practical application of the system in the United Kingdom has 
been in School Board elections. It was introduced into the 
Education Act of 1870 by a private member. Lord Frederick 
Cavendish, with Government support. This Act gave London 
eleven electoral divisions, returning from four to seven members 
each, whilst large towns such as Manchester or Birmingham 
each constituted an electoral area returning a Board of about 
15 members. The Scottish Education Act of the same parlia¬ 
ment had similar provisions. The object of the method (the 
representation of minorities) was undoubtedly achieved. This 
is shown by the figures of any School Board election, and the 
last in London (1900) will serve as an illustration. The results 
were as follows: 


Constituency 

Votes obtained 

Seats won 

Moder- 

ate 

Pro¬ 

gressive 

Indepen¬ 

dent 

Moder¬ 

ate 

Pro¬ 

gressive 

Indepen¬ 

dent 

City 

4,572 

2,183 

— 

3 

I 

— 

Chelsea 

7,831 

5,408 

2,144 

3 

2 

0 

Finsbury 

7,573 

7,239 

837 

3 

3 

I 

Greenwich 

6,706 

6,008 

3,375 

2 

I 

0 

Hackney 

5,438 

9,130 

1,579 

2 

3 

0 

Lambeth East 

4,370 

9,913 

1 , 3*3 

I 

3 

0 

Lambeth West 

8,709 

14,156 

54 

2 

4 

0 

Marylebone 

9,450 

7,047 

536 

4 

3 

0 

Southwark 

2,636 

3,430 

2,328 

I 

2 

1 

Tower Hamlets 

6,199 

lAVl 

5,495 

1 

3 

I 

Westminster 

4,829 

2,345 

— 

3 

2 

— 


68,313 

74,305 

17,661 

25 

27 

' 3 
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In each constituency, the minority was enabled to obtain some 
representation, and although in most cases the representation 
was still confined to the two main parties, yet it was possible for 
an Independent to succeed, as in the Tower Hamlets, or a 
Roman Catholic, as in Southwark. In securing the representa¬ 
tion of minorities, the cumulative vote facilitated the working 
of the Education Act. Evidence by several witnesses before a 
Select Committee of the House of Commons was that ‘it would 
not have been possible to carry the Act into effect, and certainly 
there would have been more friction, if the cumulative vote had 
not been in existence’,^ and the Royal Commission reporting 
on the Elementary Education Acts in 1888 strongly advised 
retaining a system of minority representation. 

The cumulative vote was also adopted by the State of Illinois 
for the elections to the State House of Representatives. Each 
constituency returns three members, and the elector may cumu¬ 
late or divide his votes, giving one vote to each candidate, or 
one and a half votes to each of two candidates, or three votes to 
one candidate. ‘As a result,’ says Professor Commons,* ‘both 
parties have representatives from every part of the State instead 
of from the strongholds only, and there are no hopeless minori¬ 
ties of the two main parties. Every citizen who has business 
before the Legislature has some member of his own party to 
transact that business.’ Constituencies returning three mem¬ 
bers are, however, not sufficiently large to do justice to this 
method of voting. Moreover, a recent survey suggests that the 
system is not well understood by the voters.® 

A further use of the cumulative vote in America is for the 
election of directors in a number of companies.* 

The cumulative vote, whilst securing representation of the 
minority, does not necessarily secure the representation of 
majorities and minorities in their true proportions. As with the 
limited vote, the party organizations, if they desire to make use 
of their polling strength to the fullest advantage, must make as 
accurate an estimate as possible of the numbers of their sup¬ 
porters, and must issue explicit directions as to the way in which 

’ Patrick Cumin, Permanent Secretary of the Education Department. 

* Proportional Representation, p. 94. See also National Municipal Review, September 
> 953 . P- 4to 

* C. W. Dunn and S. K. Gove, National Civic Review, October 1972, p. ^i. 

* See Lewis D., and John J. Gilbert, Annual reports of Stockholder Activities at 
Corporation Meetings. 
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votes should be recorded. To nominate more candidates than 
the party can carry may end in disaster. In the first School 
Board elections in Birmingham the Liberal organization en¬ 
deavoured to obtain the whole of the representation, and 
nominated fifteen candidates. The party polled a majority of 
the votes, but, as these votes were distributed over too many 
candidates, the Liberals succeeded in returning only a minority 
of the representatives. 

Every School Board election furnishes examples of the waste 
of a party’s strength by the excessive concentration of votes 
upon certain candidates. For instance, in the Glasgow School 
Board election of 1909, for 15 members, the total number of 
votes polled was 602,516 and one-fifteenth of this (40,167) 
would have been amply sufficient to ensure any candidate’s 
election. The most popular candidate, however, obtained more 
than twice that number (81,109) whilst the lowest successful 
candidate had only 18,619 votes and the runner-up 18,534; it is 
clear that if some of the most popular candidate’s votes could 
have been distributed to better advantage, the result might well 
have been different. 


THE POINTS SYSTEM 

Although not usually recognized as such, the points system is 
a method closely akin to the cumulative vote. While the latter 
gives the elector (say) 15 votes and allows him to give larger 
numbers of these to some candidates and smaller numbers of 
them to others, the points system gives the elector (say) 55 
points, of which he gives 10 to the candidate he considers the 
best, 9 to the next best and so on. That, at least is the effect; the 
actual operation of the method consists in requiring the voter to 
number the candidates from i upwards in the order of his pref¬ 
erence. The returning officer either awards the appropriate 
number of points for each preference and adds them up, or, if 
each voter is obliged to number every candidate, adds up the 
preferences each candidate thus receives and declares elected 
those with the lowest totals. There is clearly something arbitrary 
about this method—there is no reason save that of convenience 
why the values of preferences (starting with the lowest) should 
be I, 2, 3, 4,... and not i, 2, 4, 8,... or any other series, and 
the relative values of preferences may vary from one election to 
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another according to the number of candidates. A geometric 
series avoids this latter objection, and on this ground is prefer¬ 
able to an arithmetic one. 

The essential similarity of the two methods makes it clear that 
the points system is bound to share the merits and defects of the 
cumulative vote; it will secure minority representation but not 
necessarily a definite correspondence between votes cast and 
seats won. Examples showing how the system breaks down are 
given in Appendix V;^ its essential weakness is that a second 
(or later) preference necessarily counts against that voter’s first 
preference.^ 


‘P. 291. 

^ Contrast the single transferable vote, p. 118. 
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CHAPTER V 


List Systems of Proportional Representation 

‘Olui-ci tuera celui-l^L. Voil^ la formulc du scrutin d’arron- 
dissement. 

‘Ceux-ci tueront ceux- 1 ^. Voil^ la formulc du scrutin de listc- 
sans la representation proportiorinelle. 

‘Ceux-ci et ceux -14 auront leur juste part. V^oila la forrnule 
du scrutin de liste avec la representation proportionnelle.* 

—Jean Jaur^is. 

W hile in our country a series of modifications have been 
introduced or suggested in order to remove or miti¬ 
gate certain drawbacks of our majority system of 
voting as changing circumstances have drawn attention to 
them, the countries of continental Europe have nearly all carried 
out a radical change aimed at removing one outstanding 
feature of all majority systems, namely the lack of any certain 
relation between a party’s strength in the country and its 
strength in parliament. The existence of parties is given legal 
recognition, and they are treated as the units for which fair 
representation is sought.^ Some of the variations of the system 
now to be discussed may appear complicated to readers who are 
not students of the subject. The quite different method of the 
single transferable vote, described in Chapter VI and more 
generally advocated in the English-speaking countries, is, how¬ 
ever, very simple. 


FAIR SHARES FOR THE PARTIES 

The fundamental idea is simple enough. It is accepted that if 
(and only if) a number of seats are filled by the same voting 
operation, those seats can be distributed among two or more 
parties in proportion to the total number of votes that each of 
those parties receives. For instance, if we were to treat the whole 

^ Pioneers of this system include Thomas Gilpin f Philadelphia, 1844) Victor 
Considdrant (Geneva, 1846L A good summary of tne early history of the subject is 
given by Dr. Karl Braunias in Das Parlamentarische Wahlrechty Vol. ii, p. 195. 
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of the United Kingdom as one constituency electing 630 mem¬ 
bers, the Labour Party, polling in 1970 12,179,166 out of the 
28,344,807 votes cast, would have ^55^^ x 630 seats, or 272 
scats to the nearest whole number, while the Conservatives, 
with a total of 13,144,672 votes, would have x 630 

seats, or 292 seats to the nearest whole number. The actual 
result was: Labour 287 seats, Conservatives 330. Alternatively, 
if wc take as one constituency the imaginary town used as our 
example on p. 78, the party polling three-fifths of the total votes 
will return 3 out of that town’s 5 members; the party polling 
two-fifths will return 2 members. The party composition of the 
parliament will then reflect the party composition of the elector¬ 
ate with a considerable degree of accuracy in five-member con¬ 
stituencies and ultimately reach the theoretically possible limit 
as the size of the coastituency is increased until it covers the 
whole country. 

Upon this very simple foundation, however, some very com¬ 
plicated structures are built. The complications arise from two 
distinct aims: (a) to relate as accurately as possible the number 
of sea's held to the polling strength of the parties, (d) to permit 
an opportunity for the voter to express an opinion on the per¬ 
sonal merits of the candidates. 

THE LARGEST REMAINDER 

It is not usually practicable for a number of reasons to treat a 
whole country as one constituency. The method is therefore 
adopted for constituencies with smaller numbers of seats, and in 
order to ensure that each party shall obtain its proportion in 
relation to the votes it polls, the number of seats is divided into 
the total votes cast. By this a ‘quota’ is established, which will 
entitle a party to a seat. For example, if a constituency has five 
seats and the total number of votes cast is 300,000 the quota will 
be 60,000. Each party will be entitled to one seat for every 
60,000 votes it polls. A complication, however, arises from the 
fact that there will generally be remainders of votes left over 
after the quota has been divided into each party’s total. 

One method of dealing with this difficulty is to allot any seats 
still available in turn to the party or parties with the largest 
remainder. This method of the largest remainder (k plus fort 
rests) was used in the earlier applications of party list propor- 
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tional representation, but was soon found to be less fair than at 
first appears. In the Swiss Canton of Ticino, the Conservatives 
were able to win more than their due proportion of seats by 
dividing their forces in two,^ a procedure whose effects will be 
clear from the following simple example: Assume that three 
deputies are to be elected, that the grand total of votes is 3,000 
and that the party votes are as follows: 

Party A 1,600 votes 

Party B 1,400 „ 

3,000 „ 


The quota would be 1,000 votes. Party A, having the larger 
remainder, would obtain two seats, and Party B only one scat; 
but if Party B should present two lists and arrange for the divi¬ 
sion of its voting force, the following result might ensue: 


Party A 

1,600 votes 

Party Bi 

750 „ 

Party B2 

650 » 


3,000 „ 


The quota would still be i ,000 votes, but Party A would only 
obtain one seat, whereas Party B would obtain two, because 
each of its two lists would show a remainder larger than A’s 
remainder. This possibility led to a modification of the rule, and 
the seats remaining after the first distribution were allotted to the 
largest parties. But this also was far from satisfactory, as will be 
seen from the following example taken from a Ticino election :* 

Conservatives 614 votes 

Radicals 399 „ 

1,013 » 


The constituency to which the figures refer returned five mem¬ 
bers; the quota therefore was 202, and the Conservatives 
obtained three seats on the first distribution, and the Radicals 
one. As, by this modification, the remaining seat was allotted 
to the largest party, the Conservatives obtained four seats out of 
the five, when obviously, the true proportion was three to two. 

^ Compare the Danish ‘Liberal Party of the Capital*, 1947. 

• Rapport de la Commission du Suffrage Universel, 1905, p. 45. 
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The rule subsequently devised^ aimed at reducing the impor¬ 
tance of remainders in the allotment of seats. The total of each 
list was divided by the number of seats plus one. This method 
yielded a smaller quota than the original rule and enabled more 
seats to be allotted at the first distribution. The final improve¬ 
ment, however, took the form of devising a rule by which the 
seats would be allotted to different parties in such a manner that 
after the first distribution no scats would remain unallotted. 


THE d’hONDT rule OR LARGEST AVERAGE 

This method is commonly known as the d’Hondt rule, after 
its inventor, Victor d’Hondt of the University of Ghent; its 
nature is indicated by its French name, la rigle de la plus forte 
moyenne —the largest average. The object is to secure that, when 
all the seats have been allotted, the average number of votes 
required to win one seat shall be as nearly as possible the same 
for each party, and the procedure is as follows, illustrated by the 
figures for Calvados in the second of France’s three proportional 
elections, June, 1946. The Department formed one constitu¬ 
ency, returning five Deputies. 

The votes cast for each party are ascertained and those totals 
are each divided in turn by the numbers 1,2,3, so on as far 
as may be necessary, thus: 



Mouve- 

merit 

Ripub- 

licain 

Populaire 

Parti 
Ripuh- 
licain 
de la 
Liberti 

Com- 

munistes 

Socialistes 

Rassem- 
blement 
des Gauches 
RSpub- 
licaines 

Dividing by i: 

.. .. 2: 

» 3 * 

74,931 

37.465 

24,977 

34.797 

17,398 

29,856 

14,928 

27,381 

I 4>099 


The five highest numbers (five being the number of vacancies 
to be filled) are then arranged in order of magnitude as follows: 


74 . 93 * 

37.465 

34.797 


29.856 

27,381 


^ By H. R. Droop, see p. 146. 


95 



LIST SYSTEMS 

The lowest of these numbers, 27,381, is the ‘common divisor’ or 
‘electoral quotient’ and forms the basis for the allotment of 
seats. The number of votes obtained by each of the lists is 
divided by the quotient thus: 

74,031 divided by 27,381 = 2 with a remainder of 20,160 
34.797 » » 27,381 = I „ „ „ „ 7,416 

29,856 „ „ 27,381 = I „ „ „ „ 2,475 

27,38^ ,, ,, 27*38^ ~ 1 », j, >) ,, ^ 

The total for the first list contains the electoral quotient twice, 
that of the second, third, and fourth lists once, and the five seats 
are allotted accordingly. Each party obtains one representative 
for every quotient of voters which it can rally to its support, 
fractions of the quotient being disregarded. The Rassemblement 
des Gauches Republicaines has less than the quotient and gets no 
seat. 

The connection between the object and the rule used to 
attain it may appear to the reader obscure; it should become 
clear if we follow the allotment of seats one by one. It is obvious 
that the largest party must have at least one of the seats—that in 
the Calvados example we shall be quite safe in giving the first 
seat to the MRP party. Should we then give the second scat to 
the second largest party ? If we do, the PRL will have one seat 
per 34,797 votes and the MRP only one seat per 74,931 votes. 
If, on the other hand, we give this second seat to the MRP, they 
will have two seats for their 74,931 votes, or one per 37,465 and 
if the third seat then goes to the PRL the number of votes per 
seat for the two parties will be as nearly equal as is possible. The 
same process may be pictured as continuing with the fourth and 
subsequent seats, the question being asked on each occasion 
‘which of the parties, if it is allotted this seat, will then have the 
largest average of votes per seat ?’ 

The final allocation (in which the seats obtained by each 
party give them an average vote per seat of 37,465, 34,797, 
29,856 and 27,381 respectively) is one on which it would be 
difficult to improve. It is also, in this instance, the same as 
would be obtained by the method of the largest remainder. If, 
however, the number of seats in this constituency were only 
three, the result would depend on which of the two methods 
were used—the d’Hondt method would give the MRP two 
seats and the PRL one, while the method of the largest remain- 
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der would give the MRP, PRL, and Communists one seat each. 
In tlie latter case, the quotient of total votes divided by seats is 
181,064/3 = 60,355, this divided into the party totals gives 


MRP 

1 and 14,576 remainder 

PRL 

0 » 34>797 

Comm. 

0 „ 29,856 

Soc. 

0 „ 27,381 

RGR 

0 „ 14,099 „ 


One seat thus goes to the MRP and the remaining two to the 
two lists with the largest remainders—PRL and Communists. 

It will be seen that in such cases the tendencies of the two 
methods are opposed: whilst the largest remainder favours small 
parties (whether genuine or fabricated for the sake of electoral 
advantage) the d’Hondt method favours the larger ones.^ This 
is often felt to be ar advantage, discouraging the excessive 
growth of splinter parties which is a common ground for com¬ 
plaint in some countries (notably Germany and France), but 
the small parties naturally take a different view. In Germany 
under the Weimar Republic, the handicap against small parties 
was removed by what amounted to the extension of the constitu¬ 
ency to cover the whole country. That is, the remainders (the 
votes that did not contribute to the election of a member in any 
constituency) were totalled for each party (first over each pro¬ 
vince and then over the entire country) and were used to elect 
additional members. In the present German system also, a 
party’s seats are calculated from its votes over the entire country, 
but with the provision that to share in this distribution a party 
must have polled at least 5 per cent of the list votes or won as 
least three seats in the single-member constituencies.* A similar 
system applies in the Netherlands, and in Israel and Guyana the 
whole country is one constituency. In Italy, unused remainders 
of votes in the constituencies are utilized over the entire 
country, but with the provision that to share in this distribution 
a party must have both 300,000 votes nationally and at least 
one constituency seat (in 1972 this penalized the Proletarian 
Socialist Party, which polled 650,000 votes but failed to reach 
the quota in any constituency), while in Austria and in Den¬ 
mark remainders are utilized in large regions (two and three 
regions respectively). 

* For the use made of this fact in the French electoral law of 1951, see p. 223. 

* See p. 107. 
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The existence of many splinter parties, each with its re¬ 
mainder of votes, may give rise to a substantial waste of votes 
over the whole country and to a distortion ol representation if 
the votes for a certain opinion-group are split among several 
parties. This effect can be mitigated by apparenlement', that is, by 
allowing two or more parties to declare that they are contesting 
the election as an alliance. The unused votes ol all the parties to 
such an alliance are then pooled, so the votes of a party too 
small to elect a representative of its own may contribute to the 
election of a representative from an allied party. J’his is quite 
practicable so far as electoral mechanism is concerned, but is 
open to much the same objections as tiie party alliances already 
discussed;' the electors dislike being committed by their party 
leaders to the support of some other party. Modifications of this 
kind arc, therefore, a political rather than a mathematical 
question, and will be discussed below.^ 

In Sweden, the feeling grew that it was wrong for parties that 
would not ally themselves voluntarily on account of their real 
affinities to be driven to do so in order to get their fair shan' of 
seats; consequently a committee was appointed to explore the 
possibilities of modifying the electoral law in such a way as to 
avoid the need for apparenlement. This committee suggested a 
modification of the d’Hondt rule under which division would be 
by successive odd numbers® instead of by i, 2, 3, etc. (thus 
giving a smaller electoral quotient). This, however, was felt to 
give too great an advantage to the smaller parties, and the com¬ 
mittee therefore suggested excluding from a share in the scats 
any party polling less than 60 per cent of the total vote divided 
by the number of seats. The government proposed to attain the 
same end by dividing by 1-4, 3, 5, etc. instead of by i, 3, 5, etc. 
The effect of this is to exclude from the seats any party that is 
only just large enough to secure a scat on the division of the 
votes by i. This plan (with abolition of apparentement) was 
adopted experimentally for the general election of 1952; it did 
not produce any substantial change in the accuracy with which 
the parties’ votes arc reflected in their seats,* and therefore 
appears to have fulfilled its purpose of giving a fair result with¬ 
out apparentement', it has been continued. This system was also 
adopted by Norway in 1952. 

* See pp. 61, 70. * See pp. 125, 130, 223, 260, 265. 

• Sainte-Lag^e’s formula. * Sec Appendix ii, p. 282. 
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In practice, the exact method of calculation used will affect 
the result only in a minority of the constituencies, and, in those 
constituencies, will rarely afTect more than one seat. If the con¬ 
stituencies are large, returning, say, lo members, the i'act that 
the allocation of the tenth scat is sometimes questionable will 
have little effect on the comp- ^lion of the parliament. As will 
be seen from the examples in Ai pendix II, all party list systems 
of proportional representation gi\ e the parties a percentage of 
scats closely approximating to their percentage of votes; the 
discrepancies are extremely small compared with those under 
majority systems. 

So far wc have considered only the number of seats each party 
is to have; the party list systems were designed lo give each its 
due proportion, and that object, as we have seen, they do 
achieve. Each seat, however, has to be filled by some individual 
man or woman; how is he or she to be selected? 


SELECTION BY THE PARTY 

The simple form of the list system which docs not attempt to 
give the voter any personal choice within the party list is that 
which was used in France for the general elections of 1945 and 
1946. In any given constituency, each party nominates as many 
candidates as there are seats to be filled; the party decides the 
order in which it wishes the candidates to be elected, and their 
names are printed in that order on the ballot paper; each party 
has a separate ballot paper. The voter selects the paper of the 
party he wishes to support, places it in an official envelope, and 
drops the sealed envelope into the ballot box. If the number of 
envelopes containing, for example, the Socialist list amounts to 
one d’Hondt quota, the Socialist candidate whose name appears 
first on the list is declared elected; if the party gets twice as many 
votes, its second candidate will also be elected, and so on. The 
voter as such (apart from any influence he may exert as a party 
member) has no voice in the selection of the person who is to rep¬ 
resent him; he may prefer the last candidate on the list (whose 
chance of election is nil) to the first, but there is nothing he can 
do about it.^ There is also a complete absence of choice between 

* A chancre in llic law befoi^e the election of November 194G did permit the 
French voter to mark his preferred candidate, but since a candidate had to be 
selected by a majority of his party’s voters to alTect his position on the list, this 
provision was inefiective. 
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candidates in the list systems of Israel and Guyana, and in the 
mixed system of Western Germany.^ 

In actual practice, the system differs very little in this respect 
from the existing British method (which is really a non-propor¬ 
tional party list system in which each list is limited to one name) 
though it appears to do so. As we have seen® the average British 
elector votes primarily for a party nominee. He may or may not 
admire the candidate his party has chosen for that particular 
constituency, he may much prefer the one fighting a hopeless 
scat in the next division, but there is nothing he (as a voter) can 
do about it. The British elector has an advantage over the user 
of a list system only if he is one of the few who vote for the candi¬ 
date they consider the most suitable person, with little or no 
regard to his party. For example, in Britain’s 19/^5 election there 
were probably many enthusiastic admirers of Churchill who 
would not have given a vote to any other Conservative; such an 
elector could (if he had the luck to live in Woodford) vote for 
him. Under the French system that vote could be counted also 
for Churchill’s party and might help to elect a person whom that 
voter detested. 

A British ballot paper nevertheless (bearing as it does names 
of people, with, until the 1970 general election, no indication 
of their party) has a deceptive appearance of personality; so 
much so that foreign observers often mistake the appearance for 
reality, and even those most familiar with its working often 
overlook its preponderantly party nature. 

CHOOSING FROM THE LISTS 

Most countries using list systems of proportional representa¬ 
tion have modified them so as to give the voters a choice be¬ 
tween candidates in a more or less effective form. 

The simplest of such modifications is the Belgian, in which 
the elector may vote either for one party’s list of candidates as it 
stands or for one particular candidate within the list. All the 
lists are printed side by side on the ballot paper, and it will be 
noticed that the parties do not necessarily present as many can¬ 
didates as there are seats to be filled; there may even be ‘lists’ 
of a single Independent. In the example given, the lists contain 
from 15 names up to the full number of 33. The suppliants are a 

^ See p. 107. * P. 46. 
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device to avoid by-elections: a casual vacancy is filled by the 
leading suppliant of the same party. This is not an essential part 
of the system; it would be possible to fill the vacancy by the 
candidate next on the main list, or to hold a new election for 
that seat. The elector votes by blacking out either the white 
spot at the top of a list (indicat .'ng that he votes for that party’s 
candidates in the order in whicii they are printed) or the white 
spot beside the name of one of: is andidates (indicating that he 
supports this party but prefers that candidate to the rest of his 
party colleagues). The voter may also, if he wishes, indicate in 
the same way which of the suppliants he prefers. 

After tlie number of seats each party is to have has been 
determined by the d’Hondt method, the candidates who will 
fill those seats are selected as follows:—All the votes marked in 
the space at the top of a list, ie list votes, form a pool from 
which the candidates of that list draw in succession as many 
votes as arc necessary to make their individual total equal to 
the electoral quotient, the process continuing until the pool is 
exhausted. Suppose for example that the electoral quotient is 
3,750, that list I includes three candidates, A, B, and C in that 
order, and that votes for this list have been cast as follows: 

List votes 4,000 

Preferential votes for A 500 

„ „ for B 500 

„ „ for C 3,000 

8,000 


Since the party has polled twice the quotient (and 500 votes 
over), it will have two seats. 

Candidate A, being the first in order on the list, has the first 
claim on the votes recorded for the list. The electoral quotient is 
3,750, and A’s total of 500 is raised to this number by the addi¬ 
tion of 3,250 votes taken from those recorded for the list. This 
secures his election, and there remain 750 list votes which are 
attributed to Candidate B, this candidate being the second in 
order on the list. B, however, has also had 500 votes recorded 
against his name, and his total poll therefore amounts to 1,250. 
But candidate C has obtained 3,000 votes, all recorded for him¬ 
self personally, and as this total exceeds B’s total of 1,250, C 
will be declared elected. The two candidates chosen from list i 
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would, in this case, be A and C. The successful supplementary 
candidates are ascertained in the same way. 

It will be seen that the candidate placed by his party first on 
the list has a great advantage, and he is in practice nearly 
always the first to be elected. It is, however, not unusual for the 
second on the list to be displaced by the third, as in the above 
example; the Belgian voter has appreciably more power to 
determine the personnel of his parliament than has the British. 

It will also be seen that should the Belgian voters refuse to 
give any list votes at all, the order of election of the candidates 
would be determined solely by the voters’ preferences* without 
regard to the wishes of the party organization except in so far as 
the approval of the latter is necessary for a candidate’s appear¬ 
ance on the list in any position. This would be the situation if 
the case de tele (the spot at the head of the list) were abolished. 

That would make the system equivalent to the Finnish. In 
that country, each of the registered political parties nominates 
candidates (up to the number of scats in the constituency) and all 
those party lists are printed together on a sheet which is dis¬ 
played in the polling booths and reproduced in newspapers; 
each individual candidate is given a number. The ballot paper 
bears only a circle, in which the voter writes the number of one 
candidate. The votes cast for all the candidates on one party 
list (or on a combination of lists if two or more parties declare 
themselves to be in alliance) are totalled, and this total is the 
‘comparison number’ for that party or alliance. On each list, 
the candidate who has received the most votes is credited with 
the comparison number for his list, the candidate with the 
second largest number of votes gets half of this, the third candi¬ 
date one-third of it, and so on. This gives the final order of all 
the candidates, and the first n of them are elected to the n seats. 

In its original form, the Finnish system was much more com¬ 
plex, involving choices between and within a large number of 
groups of up to three candidates and allowing the voters various 
options such as writing in names. However, few voters availed 
themselves of these powers, and the gradual simplification of the 
system is likely to make little difference in practice.® The essen¬ 
tials have remained unchanged. 

^ The order in which the candidates would then stand would not necessarily be 
their true order of popularity—see pp. 13, 123, 141. 

* For details see Klaus Tornudd, The Electoral System of Finland. 
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In the Netherlands, as in Finland, the voter numbers one of 
the candidates within a party list. Each party is allotted seats in 
proportion to its national total of votes, and a ‘list quota’ is 
obtained by dividing the party’s total vote by its seats. Any 
candidate whose personal votes reach this list quota is elected, 
and any surplus votes he may have are transferred to other 
candidates in the order in which they stand on that party’s list. 
This system is thus a combination of voter’s and party’s choice. 

Switzerland goes much further, giving the elector the choice 
of a number of candidates, not necessarily confined to one party 
list. For elections to the Conseil National (the lower house of the 
Swiss parliament), each canton (or in three cases half a canton) 
is one constituency, returning a number of Deputies propor¬ 
tional to its population,^ The four cantons so small as to be 
entitled only to one member each elect him by the first-past- 
the-post method; the rest elect several Deputies by a propor¬ 
tional system. 

Any 15 electors in a constituency can nominate a list of 
candidates, not exceeding in number the seats to be filled; they 
may also indicate that they wish their list to be considered as 
allied with one or more other lists {apparentement, see pp. 98 and 
130). Each elector has as many votes as there are seats to be 
filled, and may distribute them as he pleases among all the 
candidates nominated, not necessarily confining himself within 
any one list; he may also cumulate two votes on one candidate. 
The first operation is to count the votes cast for the candidates of 
each list (or combination of allied lists) and allot seats in pro¬ 
portion to these totals. The seats are then filled by the candidates 
of those lists in the order of the number of votes they have re¬ 
ceived. Only in the event of a tie is the order in which the 
candidates’ names appear on the ballot paper taken into account; 
thus, control over which persons are elected passes very largely 
out of the hands of the party organizers into those of the voters. 

Luxembourg uses a similar system, but with the important 
difference that the elector may also cast a vote for a party’s list 
as it stands. A number of other countries also provide for a list 
vote in addition to a greater or less degree of choice within a 
list. For instance, the Italian voter marks the symbol of the party 

‘ The council formerly had one member for each 23,000 of the population— 
raised to 24,000 in 1951—but since 1963 has been fixed at 200 members, shared 
among the cantons according to their population. 
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he prefers and may in addition record personal votes for up to 
three candidates on that list if there are 15 or fewer seats to be 
filled, for four if there are more than 15. In each constituency, 
the total valid list votes are divided by the number of seats plus 
two, and each party is allotted one seat for each such quota it 
polls; remainders arc pooled to fill additional seats from the 
country as a whole. The candidates to fill the seats are selected 
in the order of their personal voles, a vol(‘r who h.as marked no 
individual candidates being deemed to have supported Uk' 
candidates in the order in which the party has placed them. I'be 
voters' preferences can therefore carry great(?r weight (ban in 
Belgium, but not many electors use their jicrsonal voti s. 

Denmark also gives the voter a choice between marking a 
party list as it stands and marking one candidate on it; in 
addition, in each polling district the candidate nominated for 
that district appears first on the list. A candidate is credited with 
all the personal votes given to him, plus list votes in the district 
where his name appears first; the candidates with the most 
votes fill the scats allotted to their party. A party may, how-cver, 
change this in two ways: by placing all its candidates for a con¬ 
stituency on an equality, in which case their election depends 
solely on personal votes, or by placing them in a definite order. 
If the latter, a quota is obtained by dividing that party’s total 
votes in the constituency by one more than the scats it has won 
there, and any candidate whose personal votes reach this quota 
is elected. Any surplus votes he may have are transferred to the 
candidate the party has put next in order, and if all seats are not 
filled in this way votes are similarly transferred from the 
candidate with the fewest votes. 

Both Sweden and Austria allow the voter to cross out names 
on a list, but this has effect only if done by more than half of a 
party’s supporters, which in practice never happens. The 
Swedes get over this absence of effective personal choice by 
submitting a number of lists whose votes are pooled for the 
calculation of a party’s seats; those seats are shared out accord¬ 
ing to which lists get the most support. 

As would be expected, the number of voters making use of a 
provision for choice within a list is very small where that choice 
is unlikely to have any effect, and much larger where it is 
likely to be effective. When the elector cannot vote without 
marking an individual candidate (Netherlands, Finland, 
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Switzerland), differences in personal support for candidates 
come out strongly; the Swiss make large and increasing use of 
their options. Where the system provides in addition means of 
voting for a list as it stands, a large proportion of the voters do 
this. 

There may be differences in this respect between parliamen¬ 
tary and local government elections. While the Norwegians 
seem content merely to support a party for the Storting, in 
local elections they make great use of the provisions allowing 
them to cross out names, substitute others, and cumulate two 
votes on one candidate. In 1971, the women, until then much 
under-represented, orgajiizcd the crossing out of men’s names 
and the substitution of women’s, to such effect that women 
dominated some councils and were a very large minority on 
others.* 


MIXED SYSTEMS 

A mixed system was evolved in 1946 for the first post-Hitler 
election in Western Germany, and is still in use there. This con¬ 
sists in electing a certain fraction of the members exactly as in a 
British general election, and correcting any misrepresentation 
of the parties by adding members from separate lists so as to 
bring the total representation of each party as nearly as possible 
up to proportionality. The details of the method have been 
modified from time to time and in various Lander. Originally, 
tin; parties’ allocation of seats was based on the totals of v'otes 
cast for their candidates in the single-member constituencies, 
but in Bundestag elections from 1953 onwards the elector has 
cast a second vote for a party list in his Land. Seats are allotted 
to the parties by the d’Hondt rule on the basis of their national 
totals of second votes, but for a party to share in the distribution 
of seats to bring its seats in each Land up to the proportional 
number, it must have obtained either at least 5 per cent of the 
national second votes or at least three seats by first votes. 

This does give (see Appendix II) results which are very fair 
to the parties, but its personal element is illusory: just as in 
Britain or in France, the successful candidates are those whom 
their parties nominate for the safest seats or as heads of lists. 
The German voter has, indeed, in the matter of personal 

^ See RepresentatioHy 1972, p. 7. 
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choice, a slight advantage over the British voter, since, il' he 
wishes to support a party but considers some other candidate 
personally superior to his party’s nominee in his constituency, 
he can use his first vote for that other candidate without affect¬ 
ing the total party representation. However, very little use is 
made of this and tficre is reason to think that many voters do 
not understand the functions of their two votes. In most con¬ 
stituencies the candidates’ first votes are nearly the same as the 
second votes cast for tJieir parties, even wlien the candidates 
include one as eminent as Chancellor Adenauer at the height of 
his career. The 1969 election showd a few exceptions to this 
general rule, but in each case they amounted only to a popular 
demonstration in favour of a candidate, without any effect on the 
actual result. One such instance was that of Dr. Katerina 
Focke, SPD, who won a seemingly safe seat from the Christian 
Democrats in Cologne; her personality may well have contri¬ 
buted to her party’s victory, but her own first-vote share of the 
poll was only 3 per cent above her party’s second-vote share. 
By far the largest personal vote was that of Prof. Ralf Dahren- 
dorf, FDP, in Konstanz, his first votes being nearly twice the 
second votes for his party. However, that had no effect on the 
result: he could not win his own single-member constituency 
and was elected only because his party placed him at the top 
of its Land list—where he would have been just as much 
elected if the voters had not supported him personally. The 
FDP was divided on whether to enter into a coalition with the 
SPD or not, but, from the votes cast for its candidates, it is not 
possible to tell with any certainty whether the voters preferred 
FDP candidates who favoured this coalition or those who were 
against it. 

Other rather similar ideas have been propounded in Britain^ 
with the important difference that instead of having two classes 
of members, as in Germany, it is proposed to fill all seats on a 
proportional basis, using the votes cast in single-member con¬ 
stituencies as at present. The avoidance of two classes among 
MPs would appear to be an advantage; so also is the fact that a 
party cannot, as occasionally happens in Germany, get more 

^J. W. Gordon, Minutes of Evidence taken before the Royal Commission on 
Systems of Election, 1910, p. 166, and Thomas Devine, private communication to 
the Chairman of the Liberal Party, January 1948. A similar system was put forward 
in Saxony and in Wurttemberg; see Rudolf Linkenhall, Ein Neues Wahlverfahren 
fur den Wurttembergischen Landtag, F. Wurz, Schramberg, 1913. 
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than its proportional share of seats by ‘direct election’. The main 
attraction, however, is that, no matter how drastic might be the 
changes in other respects, systems of this type would not disturb 
our existing constituencies or the marking of our ballot papers, 
and would involve no enlargement of the House of Commons. 

These systems would work ess-./itially as follows: Voting to 
lake place exactly as now. Votes ‘bi all candidates of a given 
party to be added together over a large constituency (anything 
from ten single-member constituencies up to the whole country), 
and parties to be allotted seats in proportion to their total polls 
in that area. Those seats to be filled by the party’s candidates in 
the order of the number of votes they receive (or, to eliminate 
variations in the size of the poll, in the order of their percentage 
of the total vote in their constituencies). This would undoubtedly 
give a House of Commons reflecting very faithfully the voting 
strength of the various parties, but those who support the idea 
on that ground must not suppose that they would at the same 
time be securing the election of those candidates within each 
party whom the voters prefer. 

As already pointed out,^ the votes obtained by a candidate 
are no measure of his personal worth or popularity; they depend 
almost solely on his party’s strength in that constituency and on 
which of the other parties run candidates there. This fact 
appears incontestable when we examine votes for candidates 
about whose popularity other evidence exists. For example, 
among leading Conservative candidates in the general election 
of 1950, Churchill’s poll of 62 per cent was exceeded by at least 
22 Conservatives (and far exceeded by many Labour candi¬ 
dates, led by Shinwell with 89 per cent against Attlee’s 60 per 
cent), of whom very few can be regarded as eminent. In the 
1970 election, the highest poll on the winning side was achieved 
not by the incoming Prime Minister, Edward Heath, with his 
53’0 per cent but by the backbencher in South Kensington with 
75'7 per cent, while the Labour leader, Harold Wilson, 63-1 per 
cent, was far outdistanced by the backbencher in Abertillery 
with 81-4 per cent. 

The reader of this chapter, and especially of the associated 
appendices, may feel that list systems of proportional representa¬ 
tion exist in bewildering variety, some being themselves of 

>Scep.46fr. 
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bewildering complexity. All, however, have this feature in 
common: that every vote (whether or not given in the first 
instance to an individual candidate) is, automatically and with¬ 
out further reference to the voter's wishes, added to the total of 
the list on which that candidate appears. Tliis feature is entirely 
absfMil from the system of the single transferable vote to be 
described in the next cliapter. 


no 



CHAPTER VI 


The Single Traii'^ferable Vote 


T Jie voting syst(*ms described in the preceding chapter 
are all based on the assumption that the voter is primarily 
concerned with the support of a party, and that parties 
as such should be given representation in proportion to their 
support. In most countries using list systems, the voter is given 
opportunities to indicate his views on other matters as well, 
particularly on the relative merits of' individual candidates 
within his chosen party, but these opportunities are secondary 
and involve modifications of the basic system. 

In English-speaking countries, on the other hand, the 
approach to proportional representation is fundamentally 
dificrent. Those who first advocated the single transferable vote 
were concerned less with the fortunes of parties than with giving 
greater freedom to the individual voter. The system is designed 
to make every vote as effective as possible, whether used to 
support a party or not. It will be seen in what follows that if the 
electors are guided largely by party considerations the party 
will obtain proportional representation, but this will be only as 
a consequence of the voters’ choice. The object of the single 
transferable vote is to enable each citizen to take part as freely 
and as fully as possible in the selection of his own representative, 
in the belief that this is the essence of true democracy. 

VOTES W^ITHOUT VALUE 

To give every citizen a vote is not necessarily the same thing 
as to give him a share in choosing his representatives. Before the 
Reform Act of 1832 began to widen the franchise, anyone living 
in South Shields was free to agitate by any legal means for the 
return of a Tory as a representative of the county in which the 
town was included. After that date he may have found himself 
able in addition to cast a vote for the Tories—but he did not 
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then acquire one whit more influence on the result of the elec¬ 
tion than he had before; from that day to this, no Conservative 
has ever become MP for South Shields, and the representation 
of that constituency has been, in every parliament, precisely the 
same as it would have been if every Conservative living there 
(at present over one-third of the electorate) had been perman¬ 
ently excluded from the electoral register. The same applies to 
Labour voters in other parts of the country (for example in all 
the twelve constituencies of the county of Sussex, until Kemp- 
town was won in 1964), to Liberals in very many places since 
1918, and to supporters of small parties almost everywhere. 

Whenever an election is held, complaints are made by people 
who by the carelessness of a registration official or from some 
similar cause, have been deprived of the opportunity to vote. Is 
there not much more ground for protest in the fact that a Con¬ 
servative living in Poplar or a Socialist in Poole is deprived of 
the opportunity to be represented by an MP (or perhaps even a 
borough councillor) of his own choice not in one election only 
but throughout his life ? 

In a typical general election the total of votes ‘wasted’ on 
candidates who cannot be elected is not far short of half the 
entire number cast; in 1950 it was 45 per cent of the total, in 
1964 47 per cent, and in 1966 and 1970 43 per cent. In the 
individual parties in 1970, the ineffective votes amounted to 41 
per cent of the Labour total, 33 per cent of the Conservatives’ 
and no less than 96 per cent of the Liberal votes. This, more¬ 
over, takes no account of the ‘waste’ of votes for the opposite 
reason—of the fact that, of Michael Foot’s 21,817 supporters 
17,445 could have stayed at home without making any differ¬ 
ence to his election.^ 

Why is it that the vote intended to give us an influence on the 
election of our representatives so often fails of its purpose ? and 
is there a remedy? The reason lies in our use of an electoral 
system under which the whole representation of any one consti¬ 
tuency goes to the majority (relative or absolute), and, in par¬ 
ticular, our use for parliamentary purposes of single-member 


^ Ebbw Vale, 1970 Foot (Labour) 21,817 

Donaldson (Liberal) 4 > 37 * 

Jenkins (Cons.) 2,146 

Baskerville (PI. Cymru) 1,805 


majority 17,446 
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constituencies in which nothing else is possible. One MP can 
be the choice of only one body of electors—at best of a clear 
majority; the minority, even if only one fewer, cannot possibly 
elect anyone. If the votes of the minority, as well as of the 
majority, are to have any effect on the result, it is essential to 
elect several representatives who can be shared among at least 
two political groups. And to secure minority representation is 
essential if we want to make sure of majority rule.^ 

GIVING THE VOTE ITS VALUE 

Having by multi-member constituencies made it possible for 
the votes of two or more bodies of citizens to become effective, 
we can make it certain by the same principle which ensures that 
a pound note will buy one pound’s worth of goods: by allowing 
the owner of the pound, who finds that his first choice is for one 
reason or another unavailable, to choose again as many times 
as may be necessary. The majority in Leeds** under the limited 
vote got less representation than the minority because its votes 
were distributed unfavourably among its three candidates; it 
should be clear that if the section of the majority that supported 
its third candidate had been able to remedy this maldistribution 
and utilize their otherwise ineffective votes by transferring them 
to its second candidate, the majority would have had two seats 
to the minority’s one. 

This is the principle of the single transferable vote, the 
method invented by Thomas Hare in this country in 1857 and, 
independently, by Andrae in Denmark two years earlier. Hare’s 
original proposals are discussed in Appendix III; it will be seen 
that these have since been modified very considerably, but the 
modifications concern only improvements in detail or adapta¬ 
tion to special conditions, not any change in essentials. The 
greater part of this chapter will therefore discuss the system as 
it is usually applied at the present time, with subordinate refer¬ 
ences to its more important variations. 

The essential principle of the system is probably most easily 
understood by reference to an election carried out by open 

* J. S. Mill, Representative Government, ch. vii; ‘If democracy means the certain 
ascendancy of the majority, there is no means of insuring that, but by allowing 
every individual figure to tell equally in the summing up. Any minority left out, 
either^ purjxwely or by the play of the machinery, gives the power not to the 
majority, but to a minority in some other part of the scale.’ 

* See p. 85. 
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voting without ballot papers, and this example should be kept 
in mind whenever considering the mechanism. Rowland Hill 
(famous in the history of the Post Office) records that, when he 
was teaching in his father’s^ school, his pupils were asked to 
elect a committee by standing beside the boy they liked best. 
This Erst produced a number of unequal groups, but soon the 
boys in the largest groups came to the conclusion that not all of 
them were actually necessary for the election of their favourite 
and some moved on to help another candidate, while on the 
other hand the few supporters of an unpopular boy gave him up 
as hopeless and transferred themselves to the candidate they 
considered the next best. The final result was that a number of 
candidates equal to the number required for the committee were 
each surrounded by the same number of supporters, with only 
two or three boys left over who were dissatisfied with all those 
elected. This is an admirable example of the use of the STV. 

In any ordinary election by this method, ballot papers take 
the place of the living voters and move as Rowland Hill’s boys 
did, according to directions given by each voter. Those direc¬ 
tions are given by numbering the candidates in the order of the 
voter’s preference or by writing down names in that order; thus, 
a paper marked as below; 

7 Bill 

4 Charlie 

2 Fred 
George 

I Jack 
Jim 

5 Roger 

6 Sam 

3 Tom 

would be a boy’s instruction to the returning officer that he 
wished to vote in the first place for Jack, but if Jack were either 
so popular as to have no need of his vote or so unpopular as to 
have no chance of election, the vote was not to be wasted but 
was to be used instead to help Fred. Similarly, if Fred were 
either already elected or out of the running, the vote should go 
to Tom, and so on until it reached a candidate it could help to 
elect. Our voter has numbered all the candidates except two— 
either not knowing enough about either of these two to have 

^ Thomas Wright Hill. See Appendix iii, p. 287. 
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any opinion about them, or else disliking both so cordially that 
he will in no circumstances vote for either. 

This example has been chosen deliberately to emphasize the 
contrast between the single transferable vote and all party list 
systems: nowhere in the above account is there any hint of the 
existence of political parties or of any analogous divisions. These, 
which are the indispensable f oundation of the list system, are in 
no way essential to the working of the single transferable vote. 
Neither are they, however, irrelevant. If all, or nearly all, the 
votes cast are made effective by their transference from a candi¬ 
date they cannot help to a candidate they can help, it must be 
expected that the total result will reflect the opinion of all, or 
nearly all, the voters; if so, in a parliamentary election it cer¬ 
tainly should reflect their opinions about anything so important 
as a party. How it comes to do so should be clear if we imagine 
that all of Jack’s supporters are also Fred’s; in that case if Jack 
has twice as many votes as he needs, the surplus will go to Fred 
and secure his election also, while if the two between them have 
only enough to elect one, the less popular will be eliminated and 
the transfer of his votes will secure the election of the more 
popular. 

It is not necessary to this result that the solidarity of Jack’s 
and Fred’s supporters should be that of a political party; 
according to the circumstances of the election, their bond may 
be that of a common religion, or occupation, or indeed a com¬ 
mon interest of any kind. The voters group themselves spon¬ 
taneously on whatever lines seem to them the most important. 
Examples of such groupings will be given later we will now 
examine the mechanism of the system in more detail, basing our 
explanation on an actual parliamentary election in which 
parties are a vital factor. 

An example of historic importance is the five-member con¬ 
stituency of Cork City in the Irish general election of February 
1948, the election which defeated Fianna Fail, and led to the 
formation of the first inter-party government. For the five seats 
there were sixteen candidates; four of what was then the 
Government party, Fianna Fail, four of the chief Opposition 
party. Fine Gael, three of the New Republican Party, the Clann 
na Poblachta, two each of Labour and National Labour and 
one Independent. This gave one of the longest ballot papers in 

‘ See pp. 124, 133. 
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the countr>', but few votes were invalid, and there seems to 
have been no confusion between the two candidates with identi¬ 
cal names (who were distinguished on the ballot papers by their 
addresses). 

44,875 valid votes were cast. The first operation is to sort the 
44,875 papers according to the candidate marked ‘i’; this is 
equivalent to the initial action of the schoolboys in placing 
themselves beside the candidate they liked best. In Cork, the 
result of this sorting was: 


Allen 

(Fine Gael) 

9 ** 

Anthony 

(Labour) 

2,688 

Barrett 

(Fine Gael) 

1.496 

Casey 

(Labour) 

987 

Fenncsscy 

(Clann na Poblachta) 

1.423 

Furlong 

(Fianna Fail) 

3.601 

Hickey 

(National Labour) 

4.507 

Lynch 

(Fianna Fail) 

5.594 

MacCarthy 

(Fianna Fail) 

2,747 

McCartan 

(Clann na Poblachta) 

2,346 

McGrath 

(Fianna Fdil) 

5.092 

ODubhghaill 

(National Labour) 

260 

O’Higgins 

(Fine Gael) 

7.351 

Sheehan, Michael 

(Independent) 

4.898 

Sheehan, Michael 

(Fine Gael) 

409 

Stack 

(Clann na Poblachta) 

565 



44.875 


Several things are apparent from this first stage: that most of 
the votes have gone to the candidates of the two principal 
parties, though others have a substantial number; that Fianna 
Fail has more support than any other single party, but less than 
the other four parties and the Independent combined; and that 
within each party there is a great difference in the popularity of 
its candidates. Contrast the figures for any of the parties run¬ 
ning two or more candidates with those in any block vote 
election.* 


Fine Gael candidates 
in Cork, ig48 

7 . 35 * 

1,496 

9 " 

409 


Conservative candidates 
in Greenwich, SE, ig4g 

3.036 

3.033 

3,028 

3.021 


• See pp. 38, 47, 48. 
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If we were to stop there, we should be applying the single non- 
transferable vote as in Japan the five leading candidates, 
O’Higgins, Lynch, McGrath, Sheehan (Ind.), and Hickey 
would be declared elected. But that is open to the same kind of 
objection as the election of a British MP by a minority vote 
(see pp. 60-61): for it might perhaps be contended that the 
17,433 supporters of the eleven defeated candidates would all 
prefer any of these to any of the five elected. The only way to 
settle that question is to ask the people concerned whether that 
is so or not; this is what is done in the subsequent stages. 

We therefore proceed to the second stage, equivalent to the 
first movement of the schoolboys from their original positions. 
It will be remembered that in the example given this first move¬ 
ment was that of boys who realized they were unnecessarily 
supporting a candidate so popular as to be elected without their 
help. Is there such a candidate in Cork, and, if so, how many 
surplus supporters has he? 

To answer those questions, we must first determine how many 
votes a candidate has to have before he can be certain of elec¬ 
tion. It may at first appear that, there being five vacancies, this 
number ought to be one-fifth of the total votes; clearly, any 
group of people amounting to one-fifth of the voters should be 
entitled to one out of the five representatives. That, indeed, was 
the original proposal of both Hare and Andrae,® but a little 
consideration will show that one-fifth of the total is not the 
smallest number of votes that must certainly secure a seat. The 
smallest number is what is known as the Droop quota, the 
reasoning behind which will be clearest if we consider first the 
filling of a single seat. In a single-member constituency, it is 
obviously unnecessary for a single candidate to poll every vote; 
he is certain of election (no matter how many other candidates 
there may be and what support they get) if he has one vote more 
than half the total. Two candidates can each get half the votes, 
but only one candidate can get more; therefore anyone who 
has even one vote more than half must be elected. Similarly, in 
a five-member constituency, six candidates can each get one- 
sixth of the total votes, but only five can get any more; therefore 
any candidate who polls even one vote more than one-sixth of 
the total must inevitably be one of the five elected members. 
The general rule for a constituency of any size is: 

* See p. 86. * See also p. 146. 
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Total votes 

Droop Quota =- h i 

Total seats + i 

Fractions are neglected. In Cork, the quota was 44,875/6 + i 
— 7,480—five candidates each get this number they will have 
together 37,400 votes, leaving only 7,475 for any sixth can¬ 
didate. 

A glance at the figures of the first stage will show that no 
candidate has reached this quota, though one. O’Higgins, is very 
near it. The first movement therefore must be that of voters who, 
if they stay in their original position, will be wasting their votes 
on a candidate who has no chance of election. The first such 
candidate is ODubhghaill,^ and the returning officer in effect 
says to his supporters ‘Your candidate cannot succeed, but there 
are fifteen others still in the running; would you like to choose 
one of these instead ?’ That is, he examines each ofODubhghaill’s 
260 papers to sec which candidate is marked ‘2’ and transfers 
the paper to that candidate. From the columns headed ‘second 
stage’ in the result sheet (p. 120) it will be seen that each 
of the 260 voters has given a second preference, the largest 
number (151) giving it to the other candidate of the same 
party. 

Sheehan (Fine Gael) is then lowest on the poll and his votes 
are transferred in the same way, but since a paper marked ‘i— 
Sheehan, 2—ODubhghaill’ cannot be given to a candidate 
who has been eliminated, it goes to the ‘next available prefer¬ 
ence’, which in this case will be the candidate marked ‘3’. It 
will be noticed that eight of Sheehan’s supporters have recorded 
no further preferences—either because they have not under¬ 
stood that they may do so, or because they regard him as the 
only candidate worth their support, or because they imagine 
that they can help him by ‘plumping’ for him. This last idea is 
mistaken, for these papers remained with Sheehan just so long 
as they could be of any use to him; now that he is past help, 
they could do him no harm by being transferred to some other 
candidate. Thus, a later preference can in no circumstances 
count against an earlier one.^ 

After two more lowest candidates have been eliminated, we 

‘ For a possible objection to eliminating this lowest candidate first, see Appendix 
vi, p. 294. 

* Contrast the points system, p. 91, and the block vote, p. 49. 
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find that O’Higgins has 7,674 votes to his credit at the end of 
the 5th stage, or 194 more than the quota. 194 votes are there¬ 
fore available for transfer which would otherwise be wasted by 
remaining with a candidate who does not need them. The 
question immediately rises, which 194 out of the whole 7,674 
should be transferred? In an open election we may imagine that 
it is the last 194 people arriving in O’Higgins’ group who find 
there is no need for them and go elsewhere; the equivalent 
procedure with ballot papers would be to transfer the last 194 
added to O’Higgins’ pile, ie the top ones. If the number of 
papers is large and if they are well mixed, it is probable that 
papers selected in that way will be a sufficiently fair sample of 
the whole; it is, however, possible that they might happen to be, 
for instance, the only 194 papers indicating a next available 
preference for Anthony. The chance of such a gross distortion 
of the voters’ will is remote, but, since one object of reforming 
our electoral system is to reduce the uncertainty of the results, 
it is considered right to eliminate even this element of chance. 
This is done by examining all the 201 papers received by 
O’Higgins in the previous stage (if he had had 7,674 first pref¬ 
erences, the whole of these would have had to be re-examined) 
the equivalent process in an open election would be a consulta¬ 
tion among those voters to decide who should move on. If, for 
example, a candidate needing only 100 supporters had 200, and 
if, out of those 200 supporters, 120 wanted to move to candidate 
A, 60 to candidate B and 20 to candidate C, then it would be 
fair to let half of each of these groups go,* so that of the 100 
surplus votes A would get 60, B 30, and C 10. 

The returning officer therefore sorts the 201 papers according 
to which of the eleven ‘continuing candidates’ is marked as 
the voter’s next available preference, and from each of those 
piles he adds to that candidate’s total the correct proportion of 
papers. If, for example, there are found to be 15 papers marked 
I—Allen, 2—O’Higgins, 3—^Anthony, the reasoning is as 
follows: out of 201 papers, O’Higgins can spare 194, keeping the 
other 7 to make up his quota; therefore out of the 15 indicating 
a desire to help Anthony next, he can let x 15 go. This 
works out to 14^, and fractions are eliminated by counting the 

^ Although this is the procedure almost universally followed, Professor Hermens 
{Democracy or Anarchy?^ p. 49), says it ‘would be so complicated that it is not done*. 

• Which half? See below, p. 140. 
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/Uaimii} Hill there/ore receive 14 extra votes. 

These transfers of surplus votes and of the votes of defeated 
candidates are continued until, in the fourteenth stage, we find 
that four candidates have reached the quota—one with a sur¬ 
plus of It— and the only other two remaining have 6,353 
hihYl tevpecUvdy. \t \s unnecessary to transfer Sheehan’s 
surplus of rt, since it is too small to raise Anthony above last 
pAjce even if it all went to him; the only possible further step 
would be to eliminate Anthony, and tJiis need not be done 
because it could have no other result than the election of Hickey 
as the fifth member. Hickey is therefore declared elected with¬ 
out having reached the quota. 

It will be noticed that the five candidates elected are the five 
who were leading, and in the same order, on the first stage. 
This is not a rare occurrence (in 1948 it happened in eight of 
Eire’s forty constituencies), but even if it were usual it would 
not entitle us to decide the election on the first stage only. One 
reason has already been given;* it is necessary not only that 
justice should be done but that justice should be seen to be done, 
and in a case like this the effect of the subsequent stages is to 
demonstrate beyond dispute that the candidates leading on the 
first stage are in fact the five most desired by the voters. In 
other cases the effect is to demonstrate that this is not correct, or 
only partially correct; 17 Irish constituencies returned the 
leading candidates but in a different order, while in the re¬ 
maining 15 constituencies one candidate was elected who 
would not have been successful on the figures of the first stage. 

An example is the three-member constituency of Wicklow. 
As no candidate had a quote on the first stage, it is natural that 
Brennan should be the first elected, since two of his party col¬ 
leagues are eliminated and their votes transferred. Cogan, the 
Independent, secures the third seat in preference to Sweetman 
(Fine Gael), runner-up, because he is more acceptable to the 
bulk of those voters who have not elected a candidate of their 
own party. 

The second reason why it is not sufficient to stop at the first 
stage is that if the voters knew this was to be done, the first stage 
itself might be very different. It might, for instance, very well 

^ For a still more accurate method, which does not neglect these fractions, sec 
p. 138, and Appendix IV, p 289. * Sec p. 117. 
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be argued that Sheehan, the Independent, having to cover the 
constituency with no party organization to back him, had no 
chance. Should a little more than one-quarter of his supporters 
be deterred by this consideration from ‘wasting their votes’ on 
him, he would lose his place am* ig the first five. The trans¬ 
ferability of the vote is a guarantee that it will be cast according 
to the voter’s real wishes. 




First Stage 


Everett 

(National Labour) 

4.834 

Elected second 

Brennan 

(Fianna Fdil) 

4,142 

Elected first 

Sweetrnan 

(Fine Gael) 

3.941 


Gogan 

(Independent) 

3.618 

Elected third 

Byrne 

(Fianna Fail) 

3.414 


McGrea 

(Labour) 

2,072 


Clarke 

(Clann na Poblachta) 

1,824 


O’Reilly 

(Fianna Fkil) 

1.760 


Hyland 

(Clann na Poblachta) 

844 




26,449 

Quota—6,613 


Returning officers work to exact rules, which lay down in 
detail what must be done in every possible contingency, leaving 
no room for the returning officer to manipulate the result or to 
be suspected of doing so. The practice varies somewhat from 
one election to another, and different forms of the rules are 
discussed in Appendix IV; they do not, however, depart at all 
from the principle as exemplified in the election in Rowland 
Hill’s school and are simple to put into effect. 


THE VOTERS IN ACTION 

It will now be profitable to examine in detail the conduct of 
the voters in this Irish election. In the first transfer of votes 
(elimination of ODubhghaill) it will be seen that every other 
candidate gets some support, but that the degree of this support 
varies very greatly. The majority of ODubhghaill’s supporters 
(58 per cent) wish their votes to be transferred to the other 
candidate of the same party; they have chosen to give a straight¬ 
forward party vote, while at the same time showing quite 
plainly that, of the party’s two candidates, they prefer ODubh¬ 
ghaill to Hickey. Of the votes going to the other 14 candidates, 
Lynch (Fianna Fdil) secures the largest number (13) though his 
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party gets a total of only 31 transferred votes against 78 for the 
other (anti-de Valera) parties. All through the election there 
arc signs of Lynch’s personal popularity, and he (the youngest 
of the Fianna Fail candidates) was the first of them to be elected, 
while one of the party’s sitting members (Furlong) lost his seat. 
The voters’preferences thus contributed to the successful career 
of Lynch, who became Taoiseach (prime minister) in 1966. The 
same tendencies are evident in the third stage, where the pref¬ 
erence of Fine Gael voters for O’Higgins as compared with the 
party’s other candidates is confirmed, and indeed in every other 
count. 

In sharp contrast to block vote elections, the voting figures 
show quite clearly which individual candidates the voters prefer. 
It might be thought that this is accounted for by a tendency of 
the Irish to vote on personal rather than on party lines, but 
examination shows that the amount of party voting is approxi¬ 
mately the same in Eire as in Britain. Analysis of the Cork 
result sheet shows that the total of 18,449 transfers carried out 
in the whole 14 stages is divided as I'ollows: 

{a) from one candidate to another of the same party—10,324 
= 56 per cent. 

{b) from one anti-de Valera candidate to another anti-de 
Valera candidate of another party—5,496 = 30 per cent. 

[c) from Fianna Fail to an anti-de Valera candidate or vice 
versa—2,629 = 14 per cent. 

That there was a strong tendency to vote on party lines is also 
shown by the fact that of the non-transferable votes (3,054) 90 
per cent (2,747) became non-transferable when no candidate 
of the same party remained. 

We can now see how the single transferable vote results in the 
proportional representation of (a) parties and {b) groups of 
more or less closely related parties. The National Labour party, 
for instance, nominated two candidates (although it could 
hardly have hoped to win two seats), its votes being initially 
divided between the two. That ‘splitting of the vote’ made no 
difference whatever to the party’s chances (nor would it have 
done if Hickey and ODubhghaill had shared the votes much 
more equally), for when the less popular candidate was elimin¬ 
ated the whole of the purely party vote went to the more popu¬ 
lar; all those who would have voted for Hickey if he had been 
the only National Labour candidate transferred their votes to 
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him from ODubhghaill. Further, those who felt Labour and 
National Labour to be part of the same movement could demon¬ 
strate that. In Dublin South Central, when the one National 
Labour candidate was eliminated his votes were well spread but 
much the largest share of them went to the two Labour candi¬ 
dates. This facilitated the reunion of the two parties when the 
immediate cause of their dissension was past; by the next 
election (1951), National Labour had disappeared and Hickey 
held his seat as a Labour deputy. Similarly, the splitting of the 
anti-dc Valera vote among four parties and an Independent did 
nothing to reduce the prospect of defeating the government; 
those whose main concern was to ‘get de Valera out’ made sure 
of exerting their full influence by recording a preference for 
each of the non-Fianna Fail candidates. 

The result, from the party point of view, was as follows: 



First Pref. 


First 

Pref. 



Votes 

Seats 


Votes 

Seats 

Fianna Fail 




17.034 

2 

Fine Gael 

10,167 

•s 

I 



Independent 

4,898 

I 




National Labour 

4.767 

I 

► 

27.841 

3 

Clann na Poblachta 

4.334 

0 



Labour 

3.675 






Fianna Fail has two quotas on its own account and Fine Gael 
one; the Independent and National Labour candidates are 
elected with the help of other parties too small to obtain separate 
representation. 

The proportional representation of the pro- and anti-de 
Valera groups is clearly the result of the transfer of votes from 
one candidate to another within each group; the contrast in this 
respect between the single transferable vote and party list 
systems is discussed below.* 

ACCURACY OF REPRESENTATION 

The political effects of this and other proportional systems 
will be discussed further in chapters VIII, IX, and X; for the 
present it is necessary to return to the mechanics of the single 
transferable vote. It will be remembered that the object of the 
method was to make every citizen’s vote effective; how far is 

‘ Pp. 129 ff. 
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that object attained ? It is of course out of the question to expect 
too per cent perfection in this respect. The crux of the matter 
is whether the results of the method show a reasonably close 
approach to its aim. 

Inspection of the Cork result sheet shows that the proportion 
of ineffective votes there is at any rate much lower than the 
British average.^ Of the 44,785 valid votes cast, 27,442 (61 per 
cent) contributed to the election of their first-preference candi¬ 
date, and a total of 36,273 (81 per cent) to the election of a 
candidate for whom those voters are known to have expressed 
some preference. The only votes not actually contributing to 
the election of one of the three members are the 5,537 for the 
runner-up, the 3,054 non-transferablc, and the surplus of 11 
which it was not necessary to transfer from Sheehan, a total of 
8,602 or 19 per cent. Moreover, among the 3,054 people whose 
votes are non-transferable a large proportion will be satisfied 
with one or other of the five elected candidates. For example the 
425 who showed no further preference when the last continuing 
Fine Gael candidate was eliminated are almost certainly happy 
to regard O’Higgins as their member, and probably (though 
not certainly) examination of Anthony’s papers would show 
that most of these bore a preference for at least one of the elected 
candidates. 

This 19 per cent of ineffective votes is close to the figure that 
would be expected on theoretical grounds. Since each quota of 
votes must, if eventually accumulated on the same candidate, 
secure his election, it is evident that the largest single group of 
people whose votes can be ineffective is one fewer than the 
quota, i.e. example of Cork, with five seats to 

fill, we should therefore expect 16*7 per cent of the votes to 
remain unused. The slightly higher percentage is due to the 
non-transferable papers; the method depends on the transfer of 
votes, and if any large number of voters refuse to let them be 
transferred, its object will to that extent be defeated. If the anti- 
de Valera parties each behaved as an entirely separate unit, 
whose members would in no circumstances associate with any 
other, then a large proportion of their votes would be ineffective 
and those parties might no longer get their proper representa¬ 
tion—^we should be back at the single non-transferable vote 
discussed on p. 86. Since, however, most voters do avail them- 

^ Sec p. 112. 
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selves of this insurance against wasting their vote, in practice 
the number of ineffective votes does usually approximate to the 
figure of one less than the quota. This number depends on the 
number of seats to be filled, and decreases as the seats increase; 
even for a five-member constituency the wastage is much less 
than in a British general election. The rate of decrease is at first 
very rapid and later becomes slow;^ the advantage of enlarging 
parliamentary constituencies beyond the size that returns be¬ 
tween five and ten members is small and usually more than 
counter-balanced by the disadvantages. 

There are, however, no ‘technical difficulties in the way of 
the application of the single transferable vote in large constitu¬ 
encies’ which need limit it to the election of five members.* It is 
true that the count becomes lengthy when the method is applied 
to very large numbers of candidates, but no other technical 
difficulties arise. If the candidates are well known to the electors, 
no upper limit to the number of seats need be set. Cork for many 
years voted as a single unit to elect all its 21 City Councillors, 
and by the end of the 54 counts involved in its 1950 election 
only 11 per cent of the papers had become non-transferablc. For 
parliamentary purposes, the British Electoral Reform Society 
recommends constituencies returning from three members 
each in country districts to seven members each in large 
towns. 

No personal preference can operate, of course, unless the 
voters have some knowledge of each individual candidate and 
his views. This would be impracticable (except for a few people 
of national reputation) in a constituency covering an entire 
country. To some extent this requirement must conflict with the 
desire to make party representation as accurately proportional 
as possible—an object that is achieved by making the constitu¬ 
encies as large as possible. This conflict is, however, less serious 
than may at first appear, because with each increase in the 
number of members per constituency, the gain in accuracy 
obtained by adding yet another becomes less. While a change 
from single-member to three-member constituencies will in¬ 
crease the accuracy of party representation enormously, a 
change from 21 to 23 seats per constituency will make little 

^ Sec graph on p. 128. 

■ Hermens, Europe Between Democracy and Anarchy^ p. 9. Compare p. 15 of Democ~ 
raty or Anarchy? ‘Prominent supporters of PR will usually admit that the number 
should not be less than five’. 
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difference. An approximate measure of the accuracy^ will be 
the smallness of the group that will fail to obtain representation 
using the Droop quota of-°-j + i the maximum size of that 
group is Obviously, the larger the constituency the 

greater will be the possibility of accurate representation, but 
with each enlargement the practical disadvantages become 
greater. The following graph, however, shows that the advan¬ 
tage of extra members falls off very rapidly after the first few. 



NUMBER OF SEATS 

and must soon be overtaken by the drawback of growing im¬ 
personality and consequent lower accuracy of representation of 
groups other than the parties. Constituencies each returning 
about five members would seem likely to give satisfaction in 
both respects.® 

^ Under a list system the accuracy of party representation will depend also on 
the number of parties competing and on the method of calculation used. 

* See pp. 118, 146. 

* See Appendix II, p. 284. Constituencies of this size will give no scope for the 
election of mere ‘cranks’ to parliament. A deposit to discourage ‘frivolous* candi¬ 
datures may be retained, as it is in Eire, but, since such candidatures can no longer 
affect the chances of more serious contestants, this seems an unnecessary inter¬ 
ference with a citizen’s right to stand for election. 
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In general, an odd number of members per constituency is 
preferable to an even number, since this ensures that the 
majority will get more seats then the minority and not the same 
number. When Tasmania first adopted the single transferable 
vote under the Act of 1907, each constituency returned six 
members. Since there were—and are—only two parties, not 
far from equal in support, this tended to give a legislature in 
which they were exactly equal, and the absence of a majority 
for either one of them led to criticism of the system. The diffi¬ 
culty was removed by increasing the size of the house from 30 
to 35, each of the five constituencies electing seven members.^ 

From the examples of Appendix II (p. 281) it will be seen 
that the single transferable vote and the various party list 
systems of proportional representation all give very similar 
results as regards the representation of individual parties; the 
representation of a party is proportional to its votes within a 
limit which depends primarily on the number of representatives 
returned by each constituency, and only to a minor extent on 
the particular system used. 

FLEXIBILITY 

One fundamental advantage of the single transferable vote is 
that it makes possible the fair representation of opinions which 
do not coincide with party divisions. In any proportional 
system the accuracy with which they will be represented will 
depend on the degree of freedom allowed for voting on other 
than party lines. In a closed party list system such freedom is 
strictly limited. In the Belgian general election of 1950 the one 
party united in support of King Leopold was over-represented 
as compared with the three parties which were all wholly or 
partly anti-Leopold. If the Belgian system had been applied to 
the Irish constituencies in the circumstances of 1948, it is clear 
that the pro-de Valera Fianna Fail party would similarly have 
been over-represented as compared with the and-de Valera 
parties; in Cork, for instance, if supporters of the defeated anti- 
de Valera candidates had not been able to transfer their votes, 
and had not shown their solidarity by choosing in the main to 
transfer them to other anti-de Valera candidates, Fianna Fail 
could have got three seats to its more numerous opponents’ two; 

^ See George Howatt, Parliamentary Paper No. 22 of 1958. 
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under the d’Hondt rule it would have done so.^ The method ol 
the largest remainder (which favours small parties)* would in¬ 
deed have given three seats to the non-Fianna Fail parties (one 
each of the three largest of them), but so it would even if those 
parties had nothing in common. Thus, if the two smallest of 
them were on de Valera’s side the balance of opinion would 
again be misrepresented. In either case, fair representation of 
the two groups would be ensured by apparentement,^ i.e. by 
allowing one party to declare that it wished its unused votes to 
be utilized for the benefit of another. But although such an 
arrangement among the anti-de Valera parties would very 
likely be acceptable to many of their voters, it clearly would not 
be acceptable to all ; it could be imposed only against the indig¬ 
nant protest of, for instance, those i86 Fine Gael supporters 
who, on the ninth stage, having no other candidate of their 
own party to support, preferred even a Fianna Fail candidate 
to one of those regarded as their party’s allies. Under the single 
transferable vote there is no need for any such arrangements 
between parties or any of the consequent disputes; those voters 
who wish to treat any of the parties as an alliance are free to do 
so, and if (as in Cork in 1948) such voters are very numerous, 
the group of parties thus linked will get its due representation. 

The Swiss system, with its freedom for panachage, will give 
results approximating to the Irish rather than the Belgian, but 
when it is a question of division within a party rather than 
agreement between different parties, they will again give a less 
perfect reflection of the popular will than does the single trans¬ 
ferable vote. The reason is that under any list system a vote, 
however personal, is counted also towards the total of the list on 
which that candidate appears, and therefore may help to elect a 
candidate who, on the particular question the voter thinks im¬ 
portant, takes a view opposite to that of the candidate voted for. 
That can never happen under the single transferable vote, 
because, for instance, a vote cast in the first instance for ODubh- 
ghaill in Cork will in no circumstances be transferred to his 
party colleague Hickey unless the voter so directs. 

^ Professor Hermens {Europe between Democracy and Anarchy, p. 9) objects that 
under the single transferable vote, we ‘exclude all utilization of surpluses ’(meaning 
by ‘surpluses’ the votes that cannot be utilized within a single constituency return¬ 
ing about five members). This objection ignores the corresponding drawback of 
party list systems—that the supporters of a small party are unable to prevent the 
waste of their votes by directing that they shall be transferred to another party. 

* See p. 97. ® See p. 98. 
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Cork City, 1948 



Fianna 

Fail 

Fine 

Gael 

! Labour 

1 1 

j Labour 

Clann na 
. P06- 
lachta 

1 Inde^ 

I pendent 

Actual result: 

Votes 

Seats 

17.034 

2 

10,167 

1 I 1 

3.6751 

0 j 

4.767 

I 

4,334 

0 

4.898 

1 

d^Hondt rule: 

(i) no apparentement 

17,034 

8,517 

5,678 

lOyiGy 

5,083 

3.675 

4.767 

1 

1 

4,334 

4.898 

(2) alliance of 
Labour and 

Nat. Labour 




1 

i 


17,034 

8,517 

5,678 

lo.iGy 

5.083 

8,42s 

4,221 

4,334 

4,898 





' 


(3) alliance of 
Labour, Nat. 
Labour and 
Clann na 
Poblachta 

17,034 

8,517 

5.678 

lo^iGy 

5.083 

1 


12,776 

6,386 


4.898 

1 

i 


The importance of this factor (which will be discussed further 
in the section dealing with the political effects of voting 
systems) * may be imagined if we consider the circumstances of 
Great Britain in 1938. Had the Munich agreement been fol¬ 
lowed by a general election (as many expected), the division for 
or against the policy of appeasement would have been far more 
important than the usual party lines, and public opinion could 
not have been properly reflected by any system under which a 
vote cast for Churchill as a leading opponent of appeasement 
could have been counted as a vote for the party led by Cham¬ 
berlain. 

More recently, when Britain’s proposed adherence to the 
European Community had become a matter of controversy 
within each party, the electors were unable to express their 
opinion on it by their votes in a general election. If they wished 
to support a party, they could only vote for that party’s one 
candidate, however much they might disagree with him on that 
issue, and if they made the European question the deciding 
factor instead of party, that mean casting a vote which would 

» See p. 173. 
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be counted as a ‘mandate’ also for other items in that party’s 
programme of which they might strongly disapprove. 

Contrast the Irish election of 1922^ in which the dominant 
question was whether or not the Treaty with Britain should be 
accepted. The result of the election was (so far as that question 
was concerned): 

Seals in 
proportion 

Candidates Voles Seats to Votes 

pro-Tiraty 491,592 68 67-6 

anti-l'rcaty 134,165 18 18-4 

(37 oilier seats were uncontested.) 

Party representation within the pro-Treaty group was also pro¬ 
portional; eg the Labour party, in the constituencies it fought, 
polled 25 per cent of the votes and won 23 per cent of the seats. 
The same system would have enabled the British electors, while 
still voting for the party they normally supported, to express 
their approval or otherwise of the Treaty of Rome, or their 
opinion on Scottish or Welsh home rulc.^ 

NON-POLITICAC ELECTIONS 

It is sometimes thought that a proportional system of election 
is appropriate only in contests between different political parties. 
That is not so. 

For one thing, there may be, and usually are, groups that are 
more or less analogous to political parties, though not neces¬ 
sarily organized like them. A common division is between those 
who are satisfied with the committee of an organisation as it is 
and those who want ‘new blood’; X-voting tends to elect only 
representatives of whichever group is the larger, thus often 
producing frustration in the smaller and sometimes a complete 
change of personnel when the discontented minority becomes 
a majority. A list system would not be appropriate as a method 
of dealing with such a situation, but the single transferable vote 
is, for it gives fair representation not only to that particular 
division if it exists but also to any others. 

This is well illustrated by elections in the Royal Arsenal Co¬ 
operative Society, which makes public not only the results of its 
elections but fairly full details of the candidates. Those details 

* See also p. 260. • Sec p. 61. 
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include the candidate’s name and address, age and previous 
service on the Society’s committees. It is therefore possible to 
group the candidates in at least three ways- according to sex, 
age or place of residence—any or all of which groupings might 
be reflected in the result. If, for example, some members try to 
get as many women as possibh on to committees (therefore 
voting ‘T for a woman Candida**, 2’ for another woman and 
so on) while others have an equally decided preference for 
men, the numbers of men and women elected should be pro¬ 
portional to the votes given in the first instance to candidates of 
the two sexes. Similarly, if the membership is divided between 
those who put their trust in older, experienced representatives 
and those who demand new blood, the committees will be a 
proportional mixture of old and young. There is likely also to 
be a tendency to support candidates from one’s own neighbour¬ 
hood (if only because they arc usually better known to the 
voter). Examination of the figures shows that all three groupings 
do exist and do secure proportional representation on the com¬ 
mittees. 


Royal Arsenal Co-operative Society 
General Committee —7 members — ig’ji 
Proportional representation of groups other than political parties. 



No. of 

First Pref, 

Members 


Candidates 

votes 

elected 

Geographical Divisions: 

District No. i 

3 

778 

I 

District No. 2 

5 

2,475 

4 

District No. 2 

4 

1,6.52 

2 

Division According to Age: 

Aged 50 and over 

8 

4,170 

6 

Under 50 

4 

735 

I 

Division According to Sex: 

Men 

10 

4,684 

7 

Women 

2 

221 

0 


Except that there are usually more women candidates, secur¬ 
ing more votes and at least one seat, these results are similar to 
those for any other year. 

To a large extent, therefore, the use of the single transferable 
vote renders unnecessary the rules frequently laid down by 
societies that, for instance, the members living in a certain 
district or joining in a certain year shall have a stated number of 
representatives. If the people in that category are numerous 
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enough to justify that number of representatives, and if they 
have sufficiently strong common interest to vote as a group, 
they will get that representation automatically. 

In certain cases, however, it is felt desirable to ensure the 
representation of some special group of people which may be 
too small to poll a quota of votes. The rules can quite easily be 
modified for this purpose. The numerous professional organiza¬ 
tions now electing their committees by the single transferable 
vote often think it desirable to give an absolute guarantee of 
representation to specified groups—for example to make cer¬ 
tain that both the public and the private sector of industry shall 
be represented. One such body, for instance, ensures that at 
least two of its members in the junior category shall be included 
among the fifteen or so elected each year. In general, the votes 
of those junior members (Associates) will themselves suffice to 
secure this, but a simple modification of the rules makes it 
certain: if at any stage of the count there are only two Associate 
candidates left and one of these is at the bottom of the poll, he is 
not eliminated but is declared elected, the rest of the count 
proceeding normally. 

It may also be provided that not more than a certain number 
from any category shall be elected; in that case, as soon as that 
number is reached any remaining candidates of that category 
are declared defeated and their votes are transferred as though 
they had been bottom of the poll. Elections of the body entrusted 
with the care of Sikh shrines in India are subject to elaborate 
provisions of both kinds. 

The Royal Arsenal Co-operative Society illustrates not only 
the numerical fairness of the single transferable vote but also its 
healthy effects. Because all sections—political or other—get fair 
representation and that without having to organize as ‘parties’ 
for the purpose, there is general content. No faction is ever 
likely to be able to monopolize the committee, and none tries. 
Contrast the London Co-operative Society, which is a very 
similar body but conducts its elections by the block vote. Its 
elections are bitterly contested by three groups, more or less 
openly associated with political parties, and in almost every 
election one of these takes all the seats—which of course enrages 
the losers and leads them to fight even more bitterly the next 
time. 

If no discernible groups exist, the single transferable vote is 
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still of great value, for it will reflect accurately the voters’ 
opinions of the candidates as individuals. Differences in support 
for different candidates can no longer be obscured as they often 
are when the last X, given doubtfully for a candidate the voter 
barely knows, counts as much as his first X, given enthusiasti¬ 
cally for a candidate he admires. Anomalies such as those re¬ 
ferred to on p. 49 can no longer occur; it is, for example, no 
longer possible for the most favoured candidate to be defeated 
by the votes of his own supporters, and there is no inducement 
to organize ‘parties’ in order to avoid such things. A candidate 
who is the first choice of at least one quota of voters is certain 
of election in any case; whether he belongs to an organized 
group or not will make no difference. 

OVERLAPPING INTERESTS 

The possibility of obtaining proportional representation for 
groups of several different kinds simultaneously is a feature of 
the single transferable vote which is particularly important in 
plural societies. 

In a country populated by more than one race, or by antag¬ 
onistic religious groups, difficulties are raised by the demand of 
the racial or religious minority for representation. Under a 
majority system, such minority representation can be assured 
only by holding separate elections, such as the election by 
Maoris of their four representatives in the New Zealand Parlia¬ 
ment, or by reserving certain seats for candidates of a specified 
race or religion, as in India. Under a party list proportional 
system, the minority could elect its representatives without such 
special provisions, but could make sure of doing so only by 
nominating a list standing expressly in the interests of that 
minority. In either case, attention is drawn to a division which, 
in the cause of national unity, it is desirable to minimize; con¬ 
siderations are introduced which may be irrelevant to politics, 
and the normal development of political parties is hampered. 

Under the single transferable vote form of PR, however, any 
substantial and cohesive minority is automatically assured of its 
representation without any special provisions and without neces¬ 
sarily appearing as a contestant in the election. Imagine a 
country populated by white and coloured people (in not too 
unequal proportions) and having an election contested by two 
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political parties. Each party, needing to choose several candi¬ 
dates, will naturally select them so as to make the greatest 
possible appeal to both races; it will tend to include candidates 
of both. Then a white voter will probably vote first for whatever 
white candidates there may be of his own political party. He 
may stop there, or he may go on to give later preferences either 
to wliites of different political views or to coloured candidates 
with whose politics he agrees. A coloured voter will probably do 
the reverse. In this way, the voters divide themselves into four 
groups (white of the first party, white of the second party, 
coloured of the first party and coloured of the second), each of 
which (if it is large enough) will get its fair representation.^ 
Every voter is encouraged to consider the merits of every candi¬ 
date, whether of his own race or not, and no race is driven to 
form itself into a party in order to obtain representation. 

Gradual evolution of political attitudes is facilitated. For in¬ 
stance, a voter who in his first election perhaps votes for all the 
while candidates before considering coloured ones at all may in 
his second election give the best of the coloured candidates 
preference over the white whom he likes least. Political consider¬ 
ations can gradually assume more importance and racial ones less, 
without the elector ever being faced with a conflict of loyalties. 

In the English-speaking countries, racial and religious divi¬ 
sions play a relatively small part in elections under PR. New 
York, for example, has important racial groups (Negroes, 
Irish, Italians, etc.) but none of these ever produced its own list 
of candidates^ and in every election far fewer people voted on 
racial than on party lines.® For example, in the first four PR 
elections in New York, 8o per cent of the votes transferred 
from Democratic candidates went to other Democrats, but an 
analysis, made in 1947, of the Italian vote in New York’s five 
PR elections showed that of votes transferred from Italian 
candidates an average of only 36 per cent went to other Italian 
candidates. This, moreover, includes transfers to Italians of the 
same political party; the purely racial vote must, therefore, 
have been less than 36 per cent. 

^ If a minority is too small to win a seat by its own strength, but is nevertheless 
considered entitled to representation, it can be assured of this by the method 
described on page 134. 

® Contrary to what is stated by Erika Jacobs, Mitteilungen of the German 
Wdhlergesellschaft^ ^xxnc 1948. 

® See Belle Zeller and Hugh A. Bone, American Political Science Review^ December 
1948, p. 1140, and authorities quoted therein. 
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Within our own country it is well known that women find it 
much more difficult than men to become candidates for con¬ 
stituencies where they have a hope of winning. This docs not 
necessarily mean that the constituency selection committees 
themselves have a prejudice against women in parliament; it 
may only mean that they think the voters have.^ It is the duty 
of any selection committee to recommend the candidate who 
appears most likely to win votes and least likely to lose them; if 
it is believed that a woman, or indeed anyone, will alienate the 
sympathies of any substantial number of voters, then that candi¬ 
date must not be recommended. The position would be quite 
different if, instead of being limited to the selection of one 
candidate, the local party organization had to find candidates 
for a constituency returning several members. It would then 
have to select at least as many candidates as it could hope to 
elect, and common sense would suggest the selection of these 
candidates so as to appeal to as many different kinds of electors 
as possible. In these circumstances, a selection committee would 
be very likely to include a woman among its recommended 
candidates. This does in fact happen in local government elec¬ 
tions where there arc two or more vacancies for one ward, and 
it is seen to affect not only women but also coloured immi¬ 
grants. A party that will not nominate a Negro as its sole candi¬ 
date will much more readily include one among several candi¬ 
dates; that is why a Negro was elected to the Greater London 
Council in 1967 and others became London borough councillors 
in 1968. In these elections, however, where Xs are used, the 
advantage is confined to nomination: the supporters of a party 
have no means of showing which kind of candidate they prefer. 
Nor can they force a reluctant party to nominate a woman or a 
Negro, while under the single transferable vote they can: any 
group that feels itself to have been overlooked in the choice of 
candidates can nominate another without risk of thereby harm¬ 
ing their party by splitting its vote. The electors would have a 
free choice among the candidates, and would choose a man or 
a woman, white or coloured, as they preferred.® 

^ See Women and Parliamentary Electionsy J. F. S. Ross, British Journal of Sociologyy 
March 1953, p. 14. 

^ These considerations are of great importance in relation to the religious 
minorities in Ireland; for a discussion of the effects of the electoral system on the 
relations between the religious communities in the two parts of the island, see 
below, p. 255, 
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The problem of the simultaneous representation of groups of 
different kinds arises also in international organizations. All 
such bodies recognize the desirability of having on their govern¬ 
ing committees representatives from each of the different regions 
of the world they cover, but it is also desirable that the various 
opinions within the organization should be represented. Both in 
the League of Nations and in the United Nations, great diffi¬ 
culty has been experienced in meeting these requirements. 
Elections have often been very protracted, and the results have 
been determined at least as much by bargaining between dele¬ 
gations as by the actual voting. It must be expected that the 
number and importance of international elections will increase, 
and it is therefore desirable that more consideration should be 
given to the best method of conducting them. The single trans¬ 
ferable vote would enable both regions and opinions to be 
represented fairly, without restricting freedom of voting. 

This question has been brought into prominence by the 
requirement of the Treaty of Rome (Article 138) that the 
Assembly of the European Economic Community shall even¬ 
tually be elected directly by the people, using the same system 
for all member states. What system is chosen will have a con¬ 
siderable effect on the future of the Community, and much 
study has been given to this by a group set up by Federal Trust.* 
To use a majority system would invite disaster, if only be¬ 
cause such a system is very divisive. When any one locality can 
have only its one largest party represented, it is made to appear 
in the elected body as if it contained only people of that party 
and was totally opposed to some other place with a different 
party in the majority. The effects of this in the Fleming/Walloon 
division of Belgium have already been referred to® and the 
German election of 1968 supplies another example. In the half 
of that election conducted under the British system, the thirteen 
largest cities elected only one person who was not a Social 
Democrat; therefore, if it had not been for the proportional 
half of the election, the urban population would have been 
made to appear to be almost solidly of one party and to have 
nothing in common, politically, with the rural population. In 

^ See its report, FMrope and ToUy 1972; also Enid Lakcman, Contemporary ReoieWy 
September 1964, p. 452, Wolfgang Birkc, European Elections by Direct Suffrage, 
Sythoff-Leyden, 1961, the European parliament’s compendium of documents, 
1969, and the Vcdel Report: Bulletin of the European Communities, Supplement 4I72, 

* P. 71. 
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a country that has long been firmly united, this sort of thing 
might not be serious, but an embryonic federation could easily 
be disrupted by elections which, for example, could cause 
France to appear as almost entirely of one party and Germany 
of a different one. A proportional system would always make it 
apparent that the same political tendencies exist in all the 
member states, though in different proportions. 

Therefore, any proportional system must be preferred to any 
majority system, but it is also desirable that the single transfer¬ 
able vote should be used rather than party list. The superiority 
of the former is particularly marked when the body concerned 
is in a state of rapid evolution and nobody can predict what 
party structure it will eventually find appropriate. A list 
system requires parties to be defined in advance of the election. 
The existing parties in any one state may have little resem¬ 
blance to those in another, and none of them may correspond 
to the needs of the Community as a whole. With the single 
transferable vote, the elector may record his preferences on the 
basis of his national party affiliation, but he is not obliged to do 
so; even if he does, he must discriminate among his party’s 
candidates and it is to be hoped that he will do so partly accord¬ 
ing to those candidates’ opinions concerning European 
questions. As time goes on, these considerations may gradually 
assume greater relative importance; thus, European parties 
could develop which might bear little relation to any of the 
national ones. For example, the primary division might be 
between those who wish the Community to develop quickly 
into a federation and those who oppose this.^ 

ELIMINATING CHANCE 

In describing the fundamental mechanism of the single trans¬ 
ferable vote, it was pointed out* that a certain arithmetical 
operation is necessary to eliminate the element of chance in 
transferring a surplus; a series of proportion sums ensures that 
the actual papers transferred shall be a fair sample of the whole. 
It may, however, be objected with justice that the element of 
chance has not thereby been eliminated completely: of the 
surplus papers transferred in the 12th stage of the Cork election,® 

^ For a discussion of elections to a European parliament, see Enid Lakeman, 
Contemporary Review^ September 1964, p. 452. 

* P. 119. 8 p J2J 
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109 go to McCartan who is eliminated on tfie 14th stage, and 
iVvese 109 papers therefore have to be passed on again, to the 
voter’s next available preference. The number of papers 
received by Lynch on the nth stage and bearing a next 
available preference for •McCartan must have been 164 
of which is 109) and it is possible that, out of these 164, 109 
might bear a next preference for Anthony and the other 55 for 
Hickey; it is further conceivable that precisely those tog papers 
might be the ones selected for transfer. In that case, the scales 
would be tipped unfairly in favour of Anthony, and if the elec¬ 
tion were a little closer than in fact it was, this would result in 
his election instead of Hickey’s. It should be evident that in an 
election with over 40,000 voters the chance that the result will 
really be affected in this way is remote: a grossly unrepresenta¬ 
tive selection from well mixed papers is itself improbable, and 
so is a very close vote between two candidates: the improbability 
of both occurring together is very much greater—so great that 
in elections of parliamentary dimensions the risk can safely be 
ignored. 1 It will be significant in such elections only if they are 
so close as to be vitally affected by other factors, such as 
weather, over which we have no control. 

Where, however, the number of voters is small (where it is 
counted in tens rather than thousands) the chance that the 
wrong allocation of a single vote may affect the result becomes 
considerable and should certainly be eliminated. This is quite 
simply achieved, and in Tasmania has always been done even 
in its large elections. The method of counting used is known as 
the senatorial rules (because of its use in electing the Senates of 
the Republic of Ireland, Northern Ireland and South Africa) 
or the Gregory method, it having been first suggested by 
J. B. Gregory of Melbourne in 1880. 

This method avoids the selection of papers for transfer, trans¬ 
ferring instead the whole of the successful candidate’s papers, 
each at a reduced value. If, for example, a successful candidate 
polls twice the quota, instead of transferring to other candidates 
half of his papers, we transfer all of them, giving each paper 
the value of one-half. An example of the use of this method is 
given below. 

Obviously, the new value of each paper will not usually be a 
convenient fraction like one-half; it is therefore the practice to 

»See p. 235. 
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simplify the working by a decimal system, all fractions less than 
0-01 being left unused (though their total is recorded). The 
decimal point may also be avoided by giving each paper the 
original value of i oo instead of i. 

In the 1973 local government elections in Northern Ireland, 
this accurate method was adopted, but with the variation that 
the quota was calculated as in the less accurate one—^ic by 
adding i, not o-oi, to the number obtained by dividing the 
total votes by one more than the number of seats. This is per¬ 
missible in elections involving some hundreds or thousands of 
voters, but would not be so in a very small one. This is partly 
because each elected candidate is left with a fraction more than 
the votes ht; actually needs, and with only a few voting the risk 
that these unused surpluses might affect the result is appre¬ 
ciable.^ Further, in voluntary societies it sometimes happens 
that a few people vote to elect a relatively large committee— 
say, 25 people elect ten. The whole-number quota would then 
be 3, and it is not possible for ten candidates all to attain that 
quota; they could each get the decimal quota of 2-28. 

In the example on p. 142, the returning officer, having a very 
small number of votes to deal with, has chosen to work to a still 
higher degree of accuracy, namely to three places of decimals. 
This proved to be amply sufficient, for the total ‘loss due to 
disregard of fractions’ is far too small to affect the result. (The 
fourth candidate elected could, however, have been different if 
the two voters whose papers became non-transferable on the 
last stage had chosen to express further preferences, instead of 
remaining neutral as between D and G.) Several features of this 
election are worthy of note. First, the personal popularity of E 
comes out clearly and is not masked (as it would be if the vote 
were not transferable) by any hesitation about giving a vote to 
a candidate regarded as sure to be elected without it; the trans¬ 
fer of E’s surplus also shows that this popularity is wide and is 
not confined to any one group. Some group voting is apparent; 
for instance, the transfers suggest that E, C and H have some¬ 
thing in common, and this group, with rather more than two 
quotas of first preferences, secures two seats. There is also evi¬ 
dently a strong link between B and F, and the transferability of 
the votes prevents B from being defeated through having his 
vote split by F. Although the first favourite of comparatively 

^ Compare the discussion of the Droop and Hare quotas, p. 146. 
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lew, B is acceptable to a wide range of voters and consequently 
is elected with the help of people who in the first place supported 
E, F or A. At the other extreme is D, who is highly regarded by 
seven voters but ignored by nearly all the rest; he starts in 
second place, not far short of the quota, but fails to add materi¬ 
ally to his votes and ends as the runner-up. 

The assignment to a paper of a value other than i may be 
made also for a quite different reason. In various organizations, 
for example trade unions, votes are cast on behalf of branches of 
the organization, and it is often desired to give a large branch 
more voting power than a small one. This is done in either of 
two ways: by issuing to each branch one, two or more ballot 
papers according to its membership, or by giving each branch 
only one ballot paper but marking that paper so as to indicate 
that it has a value of one, two or more as the case may be. The 
effect of the latter procedure on the returning officer’s task is 
similar to that of the senatorial rules: it demands of him a 
greater degree of care. 

When comparing the accuracy of different voting methods, 
it may at first appear that the simpler the method, the less scope 
it will give for errors on the part of the returning officer or his 
assistants. Up to a point this is true, but we must remember that 
the only mistake that matters is a mistake that is not discovered. 
The error, if detected before the declaration of the poll, involves 
nothing more serious than loss of time. From this point of view 
the methods using Xs come out badly: given the same vigilance 
on the part of the officials and the candidates’ agents, a mistake 
is less likely to be noticed than it is under the single transferable 
vote. This is because, in the first place, once the papers have 
been sorted and counted they are never looked at again unless a 
recount is demanded, while under the single transferable vote a 
large proportion of the papers (one-third in the Cork election) 
are re-examined for purposes of transfer—many of them several 
times. In addition, an automatic check on the calculations, and 
on the counting of papers in the second and subsequent counts, 
is provided by the fact that the figures must always add up to 
the same total. Recounts in Irish elections seldom, if ever, alter 
the result; recounts in English elections often do. In three recent 
London borough council elections, it was discovered after the 
declaration of the poll that the votes attributed to the candidates 
added up to more than the total votes cast. Such a mistake 
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can easily occur when each elector may cast anything from one 
to (say) six votes and there is therefore no easy check on the 
total; it could not possibly happen in a single transferable vote 
election, in which the total of votes is equal to the number of 
voters. 

Another factor tells in favour of any method depending on the 
sorting and counting of actual ballot papers as against any 
method in which votes recorded on the ballot papers are trans¬ 
cribed on to another sheet of paper—as is commonly done, for 
example, in block vote elections. If a paper for Jones, John has 
accidentally been sorted into the pile for Jones, Henry, it is com¬ 
paratively easy for a counting agent to notice this and challenge 
it in time, and if the mistake is noticed at any later stage it can 
be corrected, but if a pencil mark has allegedly been put in the 
wrong column it may be that neither the counting oflicial nor 
his challenger can be sure of this, even one moment after the 
mark has been made. 

VALUES OF PREFERENCES 

Some critics of the single transferable vote suggest that it is 
wrong for an wth preference to have the same value as a first 
preference; they consider that a vote on being transferred from 
one candidate to another ought to be reduced in value. 

This proposal is clearly inconsistent with the principle illus¬ 
trated on p. 144. A person who first stands beside candidate A 
and then moves to candidate B is no less a whole person than if 
he had gone to B in the first place. It also involves certain prac¬ 
tical difficulties such as deciding what value each preference 
ought to have. More important, however, is the fact that such a 
modification would destroy the effectiveness of the system. 

The object of making the vote transferable is to ensure that as 
nearly as possible every vote cast shall be effective—as effective 
as any other vote. But if the vote is to be reduced in value on 
transfer, some votes will necessarily have much less effect than 
others. If an elector happens to vote in the first place for a can¬ 
didate eventually elected with the help of transferred votes, that 
elector’s vote will have its full effect. If, on the other hand, he 
votes first for a candidate who receives little support, or for one 
so popular as to have a surplus, that vote will have to be trans¬ 
ferred at least once and the voter will therefore have less effect 

144 



VALUES OF PREFERENCES 

on the result. To reduce the value of the vote on transfer is to 
give the voter a reason for wishing to avoid transfers as far as 
possible; we are, therefore, immediately involved again in the 
estimations of chances which cause so many votes to be cast for 
something other than the voter’s real preference.^ 

We are also involved in the party manipulations already 
shown to be possible under other systems.* For example, a party 
polling just enough votes to elect two candidates if its votes are 
divided equally between them can easily fail to elect more than 
one if one candidate has initially far more votes than the other. 
It becomes a positive handicap for a party to include among its 
candidates one of outstanding merit, and it is asking for defeat 
to nominate more candidates than can be elected. All the evils 
of the ‘split vote’ return. For these reasons we must not assign a 
smaller value to a late preference. 

Late preferences do not, however, have the same importance 
as early ones, for though (say) the sixth preference has, if it is 
used, exactly the same effect as a first preference, it is very much 
less likely to be used. It has already been mentioned (p. 
126) that in the Cork election 61 per cent of the votes cast con¬ 
tributed to the election of their first-preference candidate; in 
the Irish constituencies as a whole, the percentage of votes 
effective for their first preference varied in that election from 
46 in Mayo South to 71 in Waterford and Wexford. That is to 
say, the first preferences alone usually have a greater—often a 
much greater—effect on the result than all other preferences 
put together. The official report on the Tasmanian election of 
1916 shows that, in the first three PR elections in that state, 
an average of 80-55 cent of votes cast had become effective 
for their first preference and only 4-65 per cent for a fourth or 
later preference. 

There is, moreover, no need for the Tasmanian rule that a 
ballot paper, to be valid, must bear at least three preferences. 
The results of the elections could hardly have been different if 
no voter had gone beyond a second preference, and would have 
been at least broadly similar even if everyone had ‘plumped’ for 
his first preference only. Seeing that only a few voters are likely 
in fact to behave thus, there would seem to be no justification for 
interfering with a citizen’s right to indicate that he considers 
only one of the candidates to be worth voting for. Still less is 
» Sec pp. 73, 123. • See pp. 85, 87, 89, 148. 

145 


K 



THE SINGLE TRANSFERABLE VOTE 

there any need for the rule adopted for the Australian Senate, 
that the elector must mark a preference against every candidate. 
Not only are there strong objections to forcing a voter to express 
opinions about candidates of whom he may have no opinion at 
all, or all of whom he may dislike equally, but it only increases 
the number of invalid papers. An example of its futility is the 
1949 election of Senators for New South Wales (where the 
invalid papers were 12-1 per cent); there were (for the 7 seats) 
23 candidates, all of whom had to be numbered, and one of 
these candidates, being, as such, present at the count and having 
the curiosity to examine to what extent the rule was justified, 
reported that every ballot paper became effective for its fourth 
preference if not before. 

The above must not be taken as suggesting that ‘plumping’ is 
in any way desirable—it is not—nor that the transferability of 
the vote is of small importance. Although it not infrequently 
happens (as in Cork) that the transfers make no actual difference 
to the result, in other cases they have a very great effect, par¬ 
ticularly where there are many parties or where one good candi¬ 
date is overshadowed by the exceptional popularity of one of 
his party colleagues. For example, in Dun Laoghaire-Rathdown 
in the 1965 election, Henry Dockrell started only sixth of eight 
candidates but was elected to the fourth seat owing to the trans¬ 
fer of votes from two other Fine Gael candidates, Liam Cos- 
grave with a surplus and James Quinn, eliminated. Thus, that 
party was in no way handicapped by running more candidates 
than it could elect or by having the bulk of its first preferences 
go to one of them; it was supported by two quotas of voters and 
won two seats. 


WHICH qUOTA ? 

Before leaving this subject of accuracy, it will be well to 
return to the Droop quota and the reason for its adoption in 
preference to the Hare quota.^ The two quotas are respectively: 

Hare quota : total votes 
total seats 

Droop quota : 

total votes 

-- + I 

total seats + i 

* H. R. Droop, Papers of At Juridical Society, i86g, vol. iii, part xii, p. 469. See also 
C. L. Dodgson, The Prmc^les of Parliamentary Representation, p. a8. 
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It may at &rst appear tYvat tYve Hare quota is preferable as using 
(in ideal conditions) every vote cast, while the Droop quota 
obviously leaves a substantial number unused. If, however, we 
take simple figures for an imaginary election wc soon see that 
this appearance is deceptive. Suppose that 700 votes have been 
cast to fill 7 vacancies, and that there are no non-transferable 
papers. The Hare quota is = 100, so the election will end 
with 7 candidates having 100 votes each and no votes left over. 
The Droop quota is + i = 88, so the election will then end 
with 7 candidates having 88 votes each and 84 votes left over. 
It is, however, not a fact that in the former case there are no 
votes unused. The illusion arises from the fact that each of the 
successful candidates has among his votes some that are of no 
use to him: each of those candidates would have been among 
the seven people elected if he had had only 88 votes, because it 
is impossible for any eighth candidate to reach that number. 
Hence, each of the seven has 12 votes which have not in reality 
contributed to his election, and 7x12= 84, so the total 
number of ineffective votes is the same in both cases. 

That being so, does it matter which quota is used? Yes— 
because with the larger quota the votes are withdrawn from 
active participation in the election at an earlier stage.^ With the 
Droop quota, the twelve votes not needed by the first selected 
candidate will be transferred to other candidates and may save 
one or more of them from elimination. Suppose the 700 votes 
are shared between two parties in the proportion of 360 for the 
one and 340 for the other and that these parties have each 4 
candidates, whose votes at the first stage are as on p. 148. 

Since, if we use the Hare quota, Party I has only 14 surplus 
votes to be transferred, nothing can save D from being the first 
candidate to be eliminated; hence. Party I, although the 
larger, can get only three seats out of the seven. The Droop 
quota, on the contrary, leaves Party I with 50 surplus votes to 
be used. (22 from A, 16 from B and 12 from C.) If these are 
truly votes for the party, they must go to D, and will therefore 


^ The same objection applies, though in much smaller degree, to the rules 
adopted in 1972 for the local government elections in Northern Ireland. These 
combined the Senatorial Rules with a whole-number quota, i.e. a quota larger by 
some fraction of a vote than the number actually necessary to ensure election. While, 
in elections of that size, this was unlikely to affect the result, its combination with 
high accuracy in the transfer of a surplus seems illogical. 
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save him from elimination—candidate Z will go out first and 
thus it is the smaller party that will get only three seats to its 
opponents’’ four. 


Par/v I 

Party II 

L I 10 

W 90 

104 

X 86 

100 

Y 84 

46 

Z 80 

360 

340 


The possibility of the smaller party’s over-representation in 
the former case depends on the very even distribution of its 
votes among its four candidates and the much more uneven 
distribution of the larger party’s votes; the single transferable 
vote with the Hare quota thus offers some scope for the party 
manoeuvres already shown to be possible under some other 
systems.* In certain limited conditions, it is possible for a highly 
disciplined party, by dividing its votes suitably among the right 
number of candidates, to win more seats than a rather larger 
party which allows its followers to distribute their preferences 
among its candidates as they please. 

Such possibilities, however, do not appear to exist with the 
Droop quota; at any rate, no party has yet discovered them, 
and that is not for want of trying. 

Parties sometimes believe that they can win more seats for 
the same number of votes by persuading their supporters to vote 
for the party’s candidates in a particular order. This mistaken 
idea has been followed in the Australian Senate elections and by 
one party in the Zionist Federation, but without affecting the 
numbers of seats won. In Tasmania, with far longer experience 
of PR than the other Australian states, the electors are accus¬ 
tomed to making their own selection among candidates and no 
attempt has been made to influence their freedom of choice. 
The Senate results are just as proportional in Tasmania as 
elsewhere. 

In the Irish general election of 1973, and in the Northern 
Ireland Assembly election soon after, some attempts were 
made to secure an extra seat for a party by persuading its 
supporters to divide their first preferences evenly between its 


» See p. 145. 
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candidates. This might confer some advantage on a party hut 
only in exceptional circumstances*, if one of the candidates of a 
party has a large number of votes that are personal to him, i.e. 
papers that do not bear a second preference for another candi¬ 
date of the same party, that party will benefit if it can prevent 
the transfer of such papers; that is, if, by persuading its own 
supporters not to put that andidate first, it can prevent his 
having a large surplus. However, the likelihood that any large 
number of voters will behave in that way is small; almost 
certainly much smaller than the chance of producing other 
undesired effects. In Roscommon-Lcitrim, Fianna Fail lost one 
of its two seats and the defeated deputy was a minister, Brian 
Lenihan. This may have been because the Fianna Fail voteis 
genuinely preferred the other candidate, but a contributory 
factor was Mr. Lenihan’s own attempt to spread the votes 
evenly by asking for first preferences for his colleague. 

ESSENTIAL FEATURES 

Proportional representation requires that each elector should 
have one vote, which is made effective by being passed on, as 
may be necessary, from the candidate he has marked ‘i’ to the 
candidate he has marked ‘2’ and so on, the method being 
applied not in single-member constituencies (as with the alter¬ 
native vote) but in constituencies returning at least three mem¬ 
bers. Each successful candidate is elected, not by a majority, 
but by a quota, that quota being one vote more than the 
number obtained by dividing the total number of valid votes 
by one more than the number of seats to be filled. ‘PR’ in this 
sense differs from all list systems (even the most flexible) in two 
ways. 

Firstly, it allows the voter full freedom to express his prefer¬ 
ences for individual candidates, either with or without regard 
to those candidates’ party affiliations. Secondly, it ensures that 
no vote shall assist in the return of any candidate or any party 
unless the voter has expressly indicated that he wishes it to 
do so. 

Examination of the effects of the system in practice shows that 
it possesses at least the following advantages:—(i) the elected 
body reflects, within limits of a few per cent, the strength of 
political parties or other groups of opinion among the voters; (2) 
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any party or other group having a majority of votes will have 
a majority of seats; (3) the element of the gamble is eliminated; 
(4) the elector is enabled to choose between candidates on 
personal as well as party grounds, and his choice overrides that 
of any party organization. 
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CHAPTER VII 


Some Technical Aspects of PR 

*As Bismarck once blurted out, when you say that you agree 
to a thing in principle you mean that you have not the slightest 
intention of carrying it out in practice.'— Henry Higgs, 
National Economy, 


S ome of those who agree that proportional representation 
is theoretically desirable see certain practical objections 
to its adoption. I’hesc will be discussed in the following 
pages. 


PERSONAL CONTACT 

It has been said that the British MP ‘is in many ways almost 
the father and mother of his constituents.’^ Opponents of PR fear 
that the larger constituencies required by the system would 
impair this happy relationship; it would prevent a candidate 
from making himself known and, if elected, keeping in close 
touch with political opinion in his constituency. Furthermore, 
the fact that the member would be only one of several to whom 
the constituents might look for help in personal matters would 
loosen the sense of obligation felt by the member in existing 
conditions to all his constituents, whatever their politics. 

The difficulty of the larger geographical constituency is, of 
course, a real one, but much less so that would have been the 
case fifty years ago. A constituency returning five members 
might contain 200,000 electors, scattered perhaps over some 
500 square miles. With modern methods of transport this would 
not be unmanageable. If the difficulties of campaigning over a 
large constituency are serious, we should expect to find them 
felt most by the Independent or the lone candidate of a small 
party, and least by the candidate of a large party, who works as 
one of a team with an organization which in any case covers the 
whole area. In fact, however. Independents fare much better in 

' Major Vivian Henderson, House of Commons, 8 April 1921. 
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PR elections/ showing that any difficulties involved in the large 
constituency are outweighed by factors tending to help the 
candidate who is appealing to the electors on the ground of his 
own personal merits. 

Similar considerations apply to the elected member’s rela¬ 
tions with his constituents. Under PR he will have a larger area 
to cover, but the number of his electors will be no greater; five 
MPs for a five-member constituency will divide the representa¬ 
tion among them, whilst under the present system each repre¬ 
sents a single geographical area. The original proposals of 
Thomas Hare® envisaged the purely geographical constituency 
being replaced by voluntary associations of like-minded voters. 
Whilst PR in its modern form does not abolish the geographical 
constituency, its effect is that an MP is returned by a quota of 
supporters in a constituency returning several members instead 
of by a bare majority, perhaps even a minority, in a single¬ 
member constituency. In fact, the close personal relationship 
supposed to exist under the present system between a member 
and his constituents, and claimed to be a justification of the 
single-member constituency, is often largely a myth. A Gallup 
poll in 1948 showed that one person in three did not know the 
name of his MP, and one in five did not know his party, and in 
1968 a similar poll showed only 59 per cent able to give the 
name of their MP.® In a multi-member constituency almost all 
the voters will be able to look to a representative whom they 
will have directly helped to elect and with whose political 
opinions they will be in sympathy. In the Irish Ddil elected in 
1969, nine-tenths of the voters had a Deputy who was at least of 
the party they supported, and for three-quarters of the voters 
he was also a person whom they had chosen in preference to 
other candidates of that party. The personal link is therefore 
likely to be much closer. 

The act of voting is much more personal. Under the existing 
British system, an elector wishing to support a party can only 
vote for the one candidate that party has selected in his con¬ 
stituency, and therefore has little inducement to consider the 
personal qualities of that candidate. Under PR, he cannot 
support any of the larger parties without picking out one of its 


> Sec pp. 233, 238, 261, 264. 

® See Appendix III, p. 287. 

* Sunday Times, 22 September 1968. 
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several candidates as preferable to the rest; he therefore has 
every reason to think about them as individuals. 

With regard to a constituent’s private problems, as distinct 
from politics, it is true that the representative of a single¬ 
member constituency feels himself under an obligation to serve 
equally all his constituents irrespective of party, and indeed 
generally does so; and it may be suggested that a member for a 
multi-member constituency might be tempted to consider that 
his first responsibility lay with the quota which had voted for 
him. On the other hand, the member elected by PR may have 
a greater interest in his constituents and a greater ability to 
serve them, because he is more likely to be a local man and to 
represent the same constituency for a long period. The member 
of a political minority in the district where he lives cannot hope 
to represent that district under a majority systemunder a 
proportional system (even the impersonal party list) he may do 
so. And he is less likely to lose his scat owing to a decline in his 
party’s vote. 


NOT TOO DIFFICULT 

Is the single transferable vote, or any other proportional 
system, too difficult for the voter or for those who have to count 
the votes? 

There now exists a great deal of experience of proportional 
voting systems used by various electorates. In no instance known 
to the author has the difficulty been such as to cause the aban¬ 
donment of the system; if difficulties of a less serious nature have 
been encountered one would expect to find them reflected in 
public complaints, in an excessive number of spoilt papers, or in 
low polls. Of these tests, the first is likely to be the least reliable 
(so far as the voters are concerned) because those most affected 
by the alleged difficulty (the unintelligent or the ill-educated) 
would be the least prone to express their resentment in print or 
in organized protest. Their complaint would more probably 
take the form of abstention from voting, or of mistakes which 
would invalidate their ballot papers. The numbers of absten¬ 
tions and mistakes in voting can of course be measured, but it 

^ Only about half the members of the House of Commons can be identified from 
their published descriptions as living in or having close connection with their 
constituencies. There are numerous cases like the representation of Consett, Co. 
Durham, by a Bristol man. 
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must be remembered that they have many causes other than 
the voting system; one can hardly, for example, draw any con¬ 
clusion about the relative difficulty of two countries’ systems 
simply by comparing these figures for a highly educated and 
politically conscious country with those for a backward one. 

The British first-past-the-post majority system in single- 
member constituencies requires of the voter only one very 
simple action (and is often defended on the ground of this 
simplicity), but an appreciable, though small, number of voters 
fail to perform even this simple action correctly. It is often 
argued that, if some electors cannot understand how to put an X 
against the name of one candidate out of two or three, a much 
larger number will be unable to cope with a more complicated 
method, involving for instance the numbering in order of pref¬ 
erence of ten candidates. That objection, of course, docs not 
hold for the simplest party list forms of proportional representa¬ 
tion, which make no greater demands on the voter than docs 
the British system, and we need consider it only with reference 
to one or two systems which confront the voter with a relatively 
complex operation. Is there in those cases any evidence that an 
appreciable proportion of electors find the task beyond them ? 

Perhaps the most complicated system, from the voter’s point 
of view, is the Swiss. The elector may have anything up to 35 
votes (in Zurich). He may give one vote to each of up to 35 
candidates (who may appear on the same or on different lists), 
he may give two votes (but not more) to one candidate, and he 
may even alter the lists by writing in names of candidates. If 
all these possibilities bewilder the voter, one would expect to 
find that the number of spoilt or blank papers is much higher in 
the large cantons which return many members than in the 
smallest ones which return only one each. Examination of Swiss 
figures, however, suggests the opposite: if we arrange the can¬ 
tons in ascending order of their electorates, we find that the 
highest figures of blank and invalid papers occur in the single¬ 
member cantons, and that there is no tendency for those figures 
to rise with increasing complexity of the ballot paper. 

Statistics also show that the Swiss voter understands his 
electoral system sufficiently to make substantial and increasing 
use of the freedom of choice that it allows him. In 1930,^ 82 to 


^ Professor R. C. Brooks, Civic Training in Switzerland, University of Chicago 
Pres.% 1930, p. 109. 

154 



NOT TOO DIFFICULT 

iper ccnl ot ihe voters sapported 3. ^zxKy list vi^^cbanged, bui 
by 194.7 that figure had fallen to 67 per cent, and in 1967 to 
53‘3 cent, varying from 86-4 per cent in Schaff hausen to as 
low as 30*9 per cent in Valais, where half the voters made 
alterations in the party lists, Panachage (ie supporting candidates 


Swiss National Council Elections 
Percentage polls^ and blank and invalid papers, in the Cantons, 
(from Statistisches Jahrbuch der Schweiz ) 


Number 

of 

Canton 

Percentage 

voting 

Percentage blank 
and invalid 

Voting 

com¬ 

pulsory 

mem 

^943 

oers 

1967 

^943 

1967 

1943 

1967 

I 

I 

Appenzall I. Rh. 

50*3 

30*7 

8-2 

^•6 

no 

I 

I 

Nidwalden 

702 

77-8 

1-3 


no 

I 

1 

Obwalden 

68-6 

26-3 

0*8 

11*7 

no 

1 

i 

Uri 

45*3 

55 * 4 ^ 

19-8 

17-9 

no 

2 

2 

Appcnzell A. Rh. 


uncontcsted 



2 

2 

Glarvis 

765 

— 

2*7 

— 

no 

2 

2 

Zug 

67-2 

58-2 

4-9 

3*7 

no 

2 

2 

Schaffhausen 

900 

85-5 

4-5 

5*8 

yes 

3 

3 

Schwyz 

704 

— 

2-4 

— 

no 

4 

5 

Basel-Land 

62-9 

6o-8 

1*3 

0*6 

no 

5 

5 

Neuchatcl 

570 

56-5 

2*3 

1-9 

no 

6 

5 

Graubiinden 

73*9 

66-7 

2-5 

2*1 

no 

6 

6 

Thurgau 

76-3 

70-9 

2*5 

1*9 

yes 

7 

6 

Fribourg 

695 

694 

0*9 

i*i 

no 

7 

7 

Valais 

76-1 

8o-o 

1*2 

0-9 

no 

7 

7 

Ticino 

72*7 

69-2 

3-1 

3*0 

no 

7 

7 

Solothurn 

82-0 

81-o 

2-5 

i 2*8 

no 

8 

8 

Basel-Stadt 

658 

49-7 

1*7 

0-4 

no 

8 

10 

Geneve 

35*9 

49'5 

5*1 

0*3 

no 

9 

9 

Luzern 

8 ii- 

830 

1*3 

1-2 

no 

12 

*3 

Aargau 

86*5 

79'3 

3*7 

2*9 

yes 

13 

13 

St. Gallen 

80*1 

71-2 

4*8 

4*3 

yes 

16 

16 

Vaud 

54'5 

48-3 

2-8 

i-i 

no 

31 

35 

Zurich 

71-9 

66-3 

1*3 

0*7 

semi 

33 

33 

Bern 

68*8 

65-0 

10 

10 

no 

194 1 

200 

Switzerland 

70*0 

65-7 

2-3 

1*8 



of two or more different parties) varied in 1947 from I’O per 
cent in Zug (2 seats) to ly^o per cent in Zurich (31 seats), and 
in 1967 from 6*2 per cent in Zug to 28*5 per cent in Valais 
(7 seats). 

The objection of difficulty for the voter is raised most often 
against the single transferable vote. There is now a great deal of 
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fvidence readily available on this system from the Englisli- 
speaking countries. In Ireland, the newspapers immediately 
after the first PR election contained many references to the 
smoothness with which the election was carried out, but few 
complaints of difficulty. Such complaints as there were usually 
referred to the returning officer’s task rather than to the voter’s. 
Complaints of this kind do not come from people actually en¬ 
gaged on the count; on the contrary, we find them saying; ‘The 
English press correspondents sympathize with us in having to 
work so complicated a system as PR. It is wasted sympathy, for 
the system is simple to understand and easy to carry out.’' 

Is there a silent protest in the form of spoilt papers or absten¬ 
tions? In the Republic of Ireland, papers invalid for all causes 
have declined steadily from 3-08 per cent in 1922 to well under 
I per cent; moreover, the papers invalid by reason of mistakes 
in the voting method are only a small fraction of the whole. 
Both referenda, with their apparently simple yes/no vote (see 
below, p. 267) produced more invalid papers than Ireland has 
had in any PR election. The most reliable comparison would be 
between two elections in the same electorate at the same time 
but by different systems. Such examples are rare, but we have 
one in the Yonkers (New York) elections of 1947* and another 
in Tasmania. The blank and invalid papers in the PR election 
of Yonkers City Councillors amounted to 4’56 per cent (3-24 
per cent invalid), which is high by English standards but low 
compared with the figures for three non-proportional elections 
carried out at the same time with the aid of voting machines, 
namely those for: 

Children’s Court Judge 7*7% 

Supreme Court Justice 8* i % 

County Sheriff 1 1 i % 

In Tasmania, we can compare invalid papers imder different 
systems during the period (1909-17) when the people of 
Tasmania were voting with Xs in Commonwealth elections 
and I, 2, 3,... in the election of this state’s House of Assembly. 
The percentages of invalid votes are shown opposite. If the 
differences can be regarded as significant at all, they indicate 
that the voters find the single transferable vote somewhat more 


^ Irish Press, 24 January 1933. 

* See the National Municipal Review (New York), February 1948, p. 107. 
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difficult thar marking one X but less so than several Xs; quite 
certainly there is no large increase in invalid votes attributable 
to the voter’s having to write 1 , 2, 3, . . . This is the wore re¬ 
markable because, under the Tasmanian law, at least three 
preferences have to be marked; all papers bearing only one or 
two preferences are included among the invalid. 

That invalid papers were very few in all the PR elections for 
University MPs may prove notliing; highly educated people 
might be expected to be able to write i, 2, 3,... correctly. They 
arc also few in the mineworkers’ and the railwaymen’s elections, 
in which the alternative vote, like PR, requires the voter to mark 
preferences for as many candidates as he wishes. The number of 
candidates is often very large (much larger than would be 
expected in a parliamentary election by PR) but the number of 



Commonwealth 

State 

^9 By * • • 

One X 

Three >Cs 

Six 

^909 

— 


— 

2-86 

1910 

2-51 

3-29 

— 

— 

1911 

i-i6* 

— 

— 

— 

1912 

— 

— 

— 

2*85 

1913 

3*07 

613 

— 

2*87 

1914 

2 38 

— 

471 

— 

1916 

— 

— 1 

— 

5*51 

1917 

3-07 

3.72 

— 

— 

Average 

2 - 44 % 

4-38% 

4 - 71 % 

3-52% 


♦ Referendum. 

papers spoiled by reason of a mistake due to the i, 2, 3, . . . 
system is small—much smaller than the number spoiled for 
other reasons, as the following figures show: 

National Union of Railwaymen 
Election of Executive, ig 4 g 
Total of ballot papers returned 45>927 

Invalid: wrong method of voting 34 

paper unsigned 56 

paper signed but not voted on 231 

321 = 070% 


= 0-07% 
= 0 - 12 % 
= 0-51% 
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Moreover, the percentage of papers spoiled by reason of the 
method is no greater than in a comparable trade union, the 
Tailors and Garment Workers, voting by marking one X; 

National Union of Tailors and Garment Workers 
Election of Executive Board Delegates, iQ5i 
Total of ballot papers 38,393 

Invalid: marked with two or more X’s 44 = 011% 
paper unsigned 907 = 2’36% 

paper signed but not voted on 194 = 0 ’ 5 i % 


I.I 45 = 2-98% 


Both these elections are typical of their respective unions. 

Mr. Cosgrave, then Prime Minister of the Irish Free State, 
speaking in America in 1925, complained that many voters 
showed a lack of understanding of the system in as much as they 
failed to record more than one preference, or perhaps two, and 
that consequently some sections of the electorate failed to get 
proper representation. It is true that the number of non- 
transferable votes is sometimes high enough to be capable of 
affecting the election of the last member for that constituency— 
eg the 1,703 people in Cork whose votes failed to affect the 
result because they could not be transferred from McCartan 
could have elected Anthony in place of Hickey.^ It is, however, 
obvious from the closeness with which results for Eire as a whole 
approximate to proportionality that the effect of this is not 
serious. Indeed, it could not be expected to be, for even if every 
voter recorded only one preference, this would only reduce the 
system to the single non-transferable vote, w’hich, as we have 
seen* docs give a reflection of the voters’ wishes much more 
faithful than that given by any majority system. It will be 
noticed that in the Cork election the number of non-transferable 
papers becomes substantial only when voters whose candidate 
has been eliminated have no other candidate left of the same 
party to whom they can transfer their votes; these electors have 
used their preferences intelligently at any rate in so far as their 
own party is concerned. 

It is most certainly desirable that each voter should go on 
marking preferences until there remain only candidates about 

^ Sec p. 121 
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whose relative merits he is indifferent. For instance, in CountY 
Louth in 194^ the anti-de Valera forces, divided as tfiey were 
among three parties, would not have won two seats to Fianna 
Fail’s one if it had not been for the readiness of Fine Gael 
supporters to transfer their votes on the last count to a Labour 
candidate in preference to a Fianna Fail candidate.^ 


Fianna Fail 
Fine Gael 
Labour 

Glann na Poblachta 


3.767 }• 

2,162 J 


13,696 voles (I seat) 
17.034 .. (2 seats) 


On the other hand, the effects of ignoring this advice are un¬ 
likely to be disastrous, for the reason that most votes become 
effective for their first, or a very early, preference.® In the case 
of Malta, the mistaken notion that one can harm one’s own 
party by not stopping at the end of its candidates has no effect 
on the number of seats won by each party, because the great 
majority of the votes are shared by only two parties. It may, 
however, affect the persons elected. For instance, in the 1971 
election in District 8 the final stage consisted of the transfer of a 
surplus of 1,244 frotrt the third Nationalist candidate to be 
elected. At that stage, all other Nationalist candidates had been 
eliminated and only two Labour candidates remained in the 
running for the last of the six seats, they having respectively 
2,013 1.833 votes. Clearly, nothing those surplus Nationalist 

voters could do then could possibly help their party or prevent 
another Labour candidate from being elected, but they could 
easily have decided which of the two remaining Labour candi¬ 
dates that should be. The mistaken instructions issued by the 
leaders of both parties caused them to throw away that oppor¬ 
tunity; all but 19 of those 1,244 votes became non-transferable. 

Failure to understand the voting system may show itself in 
mistakes which do not invalidate the ballot paper. Among these 
is alphabetical voting: instead of selecting the candidates he 
prefers, the elector marks the first on the ballot paper. It is 
certain that some people do this, but they do it also when they 
have to vote with an X. When only one member is being elected, 
we have no means of detecting the fact. Of the 10,125 people 
who voted for Mr. Byng in Holborn and St. Pancras South, in 
the general election of 1970, it is impossible to tell how many, if 

^ See also the 1973 election, p, 265. * See p. 145. 
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any, did so because his name appeared on the ballot paper 
above that of Mrs. Jeger, but if we look at the same constituency 
in the last election for the London County Council (1961) we 
must have at least a strong suspicion that alphabetical voting 
affected the result. This was the only division which did not 
return three councillors of the same party; it elected two 
Labour councillors whose names began with C and B and one 
Conservative whose name began with B—these three being the 
first three on the paper—although local reports claimed that a 
candidate whose name began with M was much the most 
popular among the Conservatives. Assuming those reports to 
be true, had that election been conducted by the single trans¬ 
ferable vote the same amount of alphabetical voting would have 
had no effect, for the popular Miss M would have been so far 
ahead of her party colleagues on first preferences that the few 
unintelligent voters could not have prevented her from being 
elected. 

Comparison of English and Irish election results supports 
the conclusion that the effect of the position of a candidate’s 
name on the ballot paper is smaller under STV than in a block 
vote election. One way of making this comparison is to take 
Irish constituencies and London wards in which the representa¬ 
tion is divided between different parties and count the candi¬ 
dates and elected members in the two halves of the alphabet. 
(The much larger number of undivided wards will be irrelevant, 
since the dominance of one party will there cause all its candi¬ 
dates to be elected, whatever their initials.) This has been done 
for the Irish general election of 1948 and the London Borough 
Council elections of 1949, and repeated for the latest correspond¬ 
ing elections in 1969 and 1971; the figures of candidates elected 
are as follows: 


A to M 
NtoZ 


Republic of 
Ireland, ig48 
110/288 = 38% 
37/110 = 34% 


London boroughs, 

1949 

37/67 = 55 % 
8/23 = 35 % 


A to M 
N to Z 


Republic of 
Ireland, igSg 
114/284 = 40% 
30/89 =34% 


Greater London 
boroughs, igyi 
35/84 = 42% 

16/47 = 34%, 


Another test, applicable to all wards, is the frequency with which 
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a candidate vfhose name appears above those of other candi¬ 
dates of the same party polls more votes than any of them; the 
figures for these are; 

Republic of Greater London 

Ireland, ig6g boroughs, igyi 

49/116 ='42% 7W1498 = 517 o 

The effect in Irish elections has been studied in depth^ but 
there is no similar work affording a comparison with what 
happens under other voting systems. While, under STV, the 
alphabetical effect is appreciable and is cumulative (helping to 
start on his career a little-known candidate at the top of the 
ballot paper rather than a little-known candidate at the bottom), 
it is far too small to affect a candidate of high reputation. For 
instance, in the first Northern Ireland Assembly election in 
1973, the Unionist leader, Brian Faulkner, polled ten times as 
many first preference votes as the Unionist candidate appearing 
above him on the ballot paper. Under X-voting, all the 
Unionist candidates in that constituency would have got nearly 
the same number of votes. It is a voter’s later preferences— 
after the candidates well known to him— which are most likely 
to be given in alphabetical order, and this is of minor importance 
since late preferences are unlikely to be used. 

If there is public concern regarding this matter, it is worth 
while eliminating the alphabetical effect by drawing lots for 
position on the ballot paper. Complete impartiality between 
candidates can be secured by the use of a rotating ballot, as 
was done in New York City. This means that, at regular inter¬ 
vals throughout the printing of the ballot papers, the order of 
the names is changed; if for example there are ten candidates, 
each of them appears first on one-tenth of the papers. 

Another method which has been found to encourage more 
thoughtful recording of all preferences is described in the 
Electoral Reform Society’s quarterly.* The voter is supplied 
with a ballot paper bearing numbered spaces and with a 
separate list of the candidates, in an order determined by lot, 
and is required to write in, in the order of his preference, the 
names of those candidates for whom he wishes to vote. 

^ Christopher Robson and Brendan Walsh, Alphabetical Voting: a Study of the 
February igys Irish General Election, Economic and Social Research Institute, Dublin. 

* Representation, no. 29, October 1967, p. 3. 
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AN IMPROMPTU ELECTION 

That elections under proportional representation by the 
single transferable vote do not require exceptional intelligence 
or much training in either the voters or the returning officers is 
illustrated by one carried out in occupied Italy in July 1944. 
Atri, a town of 22,000 inhabitants on the Adriatic coast, was in 
charge of an American Allied Military Government officer. 
Major Garrigan, from Cincinnati. Wishing to have an elected 
council to help him in administering the town, and being him¬ 
self used to voting by PR (but not to acting as returning officer), 
he applied the method to Atri and got a council which he 
described as excellent.^ 

The holding of a really free election at all was a rather daring 
experiment, for nothing of the kind had happened in Italy for 
twenty-three years, and Major Garrigan was doubtful of his 
own authority to order it. The women had never voted, and 
considerable tact was needed to obtain agreement that they 
should do so. The town, though generally enlightened, was 20 
per cent illiterate and not politically minded. Most of the 
people of influence welcomed the proposed election and co¬ 
operated willingly in the method Major Garrigan proposed. 
The proclamation of the election was posted eight days before 
polling day, and included an explanation of how to vote and of 
the principle of the count. The preliminaries (nomination and 
so forth) were informal, but the ballot itself was conducted in 
the usual strict conditions of secrecy, with the aid of the secre¬ 
tary of the commune, who produced the old ballot-boxes. There 
was plenty of discussion of the election, but no disturbance at 
any stage. The voters numbered 1,172, which was considered 
satisfactory, seeing that the harvest was in full swing and that 
there were no organized political parties. About one-third of the 
voters were women. A novel feature was that the count took 
place in the open air, in the town square. It passed off smoothly 
in three and a half hours, although neither Major Garrigan 
nor any of his three British assistants had more than an elemen¬ 
tary knowledge of Italian. Out of the 1,172 ballot papers, only 
22 were spoiled, and 80 per cent of the papers contributed to 
the election of one or other of the seven successful candidates. 

Major Garrigan’s verdict on the experiment was as follows: 

^ For a full account, see the National Municipal Review (New York), June 1946. 
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‘The election proved several things. One was that the Hare 
system is not too complicated for any group of people, regard¬ 
less of their general training or literacy; second, that the Hare 
system is an ideal mechanism for Military Government, It 
enables Military Government to secure the most complete 
information possible about the political thinking of the com¬ 
munity, and to gain the co-operation and support of the people. 
It also gives Military Government confidence that it knows what 
the people think of the civilians it uses for government positions,’ 

FEWER ABSTAINERS 

While opponents of PR argue that the greater difficulty of 
marking the ballot paper will cause many to abstain from 
voting, its supporters believe that polls will be higher under PR 
because many who do not trouble to vote when the result is a 
foregone conclusion will do so when they have the assurance 
that their vote is very likely to affect the result. 

It is comparatively seldom tliat this matter can be put to the 
test by comparing elections under different systems but in the 
same electorate and under otherwise similar conditions; how¬ 
ever, such evidence as there is tends to show that all proportional 
voting systems reduce the number of abstentions. 

In the Swiss elections already referred to,^ it will be seen that 
in nearly all the cantons using proportional representation the 
polls are much higher than in the single-member cantons. 
Tingsten® points out that before the adoption of proportional 
representation in igig Swiss polls were low, but that in igig 
they rose sharply, to a level maintained ever since. Before igig 
polls in those cantons where voting was voluntary were 25 to 
30 per cent lower than in cantons with compulsory voting; 
since igig, the voluntary poll has generally been within 10 per 
cent of the compulsory. Moreover, the valid votes have in¬ 
creased from igig onwards in those cantons where attendance 
at the poll is compulsory. In the Netherlands election of igyi, 
the first after attendance at the polling booth ceased to be com¬ 
pulsory, it was widely predicted that the poll would fall 
dramatically; in fact it was 78-4 per cent. 

For elections under the single transferable vote, it is possible 
to compare the four British University constituencies voting by 
that method with the three under the single-member system, 

^ P. 155 * Political Behaviour^ p. 195. 
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but this leads to no reliable conclusions because the variation in 
the poll within any one of those constituencies was much 
greater than the average difference between one constituency 
and another. In one instance, the Queen’s University, Belfast, 
we can compare the behaviour of the same electorate under the 
two systems. In electing their one representative to Westminster 
in 1945, only 51 per cent of the graduates voted, compared with 
an average poll of 65 per cent for the rest of Northern Ireland; 
but in the PR election for their four representatives in the 
Northern Ireland Parliament in 1949, 76 per cent voted—only 
I per cent below the average for all constituencies. That is, PR 
appears to have stimulated voting sufficiently to offset the 
depression of the poll by exclusively postal voting. In the 
Republic of Ireland, polls in elections to the Dail have usually 
been somewhat lower than those in elections to the House of 
Commons, but they are tending to rise while the British ones 
have been falling, and in 1969 slightly exceeded the British 
turnout of 1970. Moreover, this was achieved without the aid of 
postal votes for the sick or removed, and without the elaborate 
‘knocking up’ machinery used by the English parties. No Irish 
voter suffers the frustrations of the English Conservative in 
an industrial city or Labour supporter in the ‘stockbroker belt’, 
who may vote in every election throughout his life without 
once contributing to the election of an MP; the Irish elector 
knows that his vote has a very high chance of affecting the 
result of the election in the way he wishes, and he therefore uses 
that vote without having to be pestered to do so. An analysis 
of the 1969 Irish and 1970 British elections* shows a striking 
contrast in the variation in turnout: while the highest poll is 
practically the same in both cases, the lowest in Ireland is half 
as high again as the lowest in Britain. By far the largest factor 
affecting the British poll is whether the seat is safe or marginal; 
under PR that factor does not exist and the relatively low polls 
are in places with many removals. In local government elec¬ 
tions, Irish polls are substantially higher than in Britain. 

HOW LONG DOES IT TAKE? 

A difficulty raised by objectors to PR is that an inordinate 
amount of time must be occupied by the count. This objection 

^ Representation, No. 41, October 1970. 
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does not apply to simple list systems. In France, for instance, 
the count was completed the same night. Complicated systems 
require longer, and it may well be expected by anyone seeing 
the Cork result sheet that its fourteen stages must have taken 
a very long lime. The time is certainly longer than for a first- 
past-the-post election, but can hardly be regarded as excessive, 
especially if we compare it with the amount of trouble that 
would be taken in making five appointments of comparable 
responsibility in any other walk of life. The Cork count (one 
of the longest in that election) occupied 750 man-hours in¬ 
cluding meals, the returning officer and 24 assistants working 
from 9 a.m. to midnight on two days. Polling in the 1948 general 
election in Eire took place on Wednesday, 4 February, and the 
count began on the following morning. The Irish Press of Friday, 
6 February, ptiblished results up to 4 a.m. covering 95 out of the 
141 scats involved. The count was then complete in 19 out of 
the 39 constituencies voting (Carlow-Kilkenny polled a week 
later). The Dublin Evening Herald of the same day gave a total 
of 112 seats, with 26 constituencies completed, and the last 
results came out in the course of the same night—ie rather 
more than forty-eight hours after the close of the poll. 

It may be noted in passing that if the same ballot papers used 
in such a PR election were counted by the alternative vote 
method, as used by the Mineworkers and Railwaymen and 
formerly for the Australian Senate, the count would take several 
times longer. In Cork City, this alternative vote procedure 
would have amounted to five separate elections, each involving 
the whole 44,875 ballot papers and each requiring the elimina¬ 
tion one by one of from ten to fourteen candidates. 

In the 1965 election to the Dail, opjwnents of PR made great 
play with the fact that in two constituencies the result was not 
known for a week. This, however, was the first time in 43 years 
that such a delay had occurred, and it was due to a change in the 
regulations which allowed a candidate to demand a recount not 
only of the one transfer leading to near equality between two 
candidates but of the entire election. Apart from this one case, 
no appreciable discontent has been expressed, except as regards 
Australian Senate elections. There, the normal time is length¬ 
ened^ by conducting the count partly in separate polling 
districts and partly in several larger districts, instead of wholly 

^ But not in comparison with the previous alternative vote method. 
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at a central point, but, even so, the delay is small compared 
with the period of waiting for postal votes from overseas. The 
general feeling appears to be that extra time consumed in the 
count is no unreasonable price to pay for a true reflection of the 
voters’ wishes. 

If, however, speed is considered important, the work of 
course can be given to a computer. Recently, substantial reduc¬ 
tions in the time taken have been obtained in certain elections 
in private organizations by the use of computers. At Nottingham 
University, for example, where the executive committee of the 
students’ union was elected under PR, the University Cripps 
Computing Centre, using a programme based on the Senatorial 
Rules, carried out a count in 13 seconds when a parallel identi¬ 
cal manual count took two hours. The actual speed of count is 
dependent upon the number of voters, the number of candi¬ 
dates and vacancies and the relative strength of support for the 
candidates. In any event the use of computers can drastically 
reduce the time of the actual counting. 

Speedy counting by computer is possible even where the 
completed ballot papers have to be converted after close of poll 
into a form which the computer can read. Maximum speed is 
obtained when a ballot paper is suitable for direct machine 
reading. Moreover, the dangers of mistranslation or malprac¬ 
tice are duly avoided. With the progress being made in the 
development of machines which read hand-written characters 
it is possible the ballot papers at present used in PR elections 
will suffice. In the meantime a ballot punch card can be substi¬ 
tuted. On such a card, in columns opposite the candidates’ 
names, the voter punches in column i against his first choice, in 
column 2 against his second choice, and so on. 

Slowness of counting, though a traditional criticism of PR 
methods of voting, is greatly exaggerated. The efficiency of new 
techniques should prove such criticism completely unfounded.^ 

WHAT DOES IT COST? 

In so far as the time taken over the counting of votes will be 
longer the cost of staff will be greater, but again it may be 

^ The technical work on the Cripps Computing Centre was initiated by Dr, C* 
Webster and Mr. A. Chandler and continued and completed by Dr. I. Newman 
and Mr. J. Garrett. 1 am indebted to Mr. Eric Rowe of the Nottingham Politics 
Department for details of this development with which he has been associated— 
Author. 
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thought well worth while. The cost to public funds of the Cork 
City election in 1948 was 1,608 or about 6d per elector. 
Just before the British general election of 1951, Manchester 
estimated that its expenditure would be £12,500 or 5jd per 
elector.^ 

Expenditure by candidates might be expected to be greater 
under a proportional system—the larger the constituency, the 
more money might be spent to cover it. This consideration, 
however, would not affect the candidates of a major party con¬ 
testing every seat: it would not cost more for five candidates to 
fight a five-member constituency as a team than to fight each 
of five divisions separately. Almost certainly, indeed, it would 
be cheaper, for they could divide the work in any way most 
convenient to themselves, employ only one agent, instead of 
five, issue (if they wished) a joint election address. The evidence 
on this point is, unfortunately, meagre; Eire issues no returns of 
expenses comparable with the British, and it is difficult to get 
reliable figures. However, those that are available are not high 
by British standards. In the four divisions of County Cork (each 
with an electorate about equal to that of the smallest English 
constituencies), no candidate in the 1951 general election re¬ 
turned as his expenses more than half what would have been the 
legal limit under British law; most of the returns were much 
lower still. If the difficulties (financial or other) of contesting 
the larger constituency are really serious, they should be felt 
most by the Independent, who has no other candidate with 
whom to share the task of covering the constituency, and no 
party organization to help him.* Far from finding the handicap 
too great, however. Independents fare much better under pro¬ 
portional representation by the single transferable vote than in 
single-member constituencies; not only do they contest elec¬ 
tions, but in far larger proportion they win them. 

BY-ELECTIONS 

There are several possible methods of filling a single seat. 
These fall into two categories, one or other of which will be 
favoured according to the importance attached to by-elections 
as a new test of public opinion. 

* Manchester Evening Chronicley 20 September 1951. 

2 See also pp. 151, 238, 262, 264. 
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1 . Methods affording a new test of public opinion 

(a) A new election over the whole constituency. An election for a 
single vacancy is carried out over the whole multi-member 
constituency, still using the single transferable vote so that 
the new member elected will have the support of a majority 
of those voting. This method is used in the Republic of Ire¬ 
land. 

Its drawback is that the new member will necessarily repre¬ 
sent the majority party; if the deceased or retired member 
belongs to a small party, that party will lose its representation. 

(b) A new election over part of the constituency. The constituency 
is divided, for by-election purposes only, into single-member 
districts, and the members choose (in the order of their election) 
with which one of those districts they will be associated. If one 
member dies, a by-election is held over his district only. 

Since a member will naturally choose to associate himself 
with that part of the constituency in which he has most support, 
this does give some chance for a minority to retain its seat (if it 
is concentrated in a particular district) but this is by no means 
a certainty. 


II. Methods designed to preserve the representation of opinion as expressed 

at the general election 

(c) Co-option of the runner-up. The highest unsuccessful candi¬ 
date is deemed to be elected to the vacancy. This method has 
the advantage of simplicity, and is often used by societies for 
filling casual vacancies on their committees. 

For parliamentary elections, or others in which party or 
similar divisions are involved, the method is unsatisfactory, 
since it may, for example, replace the only Labour member for 
a constituency by a Conservative or vice versa. An improvement 
would be: 

(d) Co-option of the next highest candidate of the same party as the 
deceased or retired member. 

(e) Re-counting of the deceased or retired member''s votes. The original 
ballot papers are preserved, and in the event of a casual vacancy 
those which contributed to the election of the member con¬ 
cerned are used to elect one member from among those who 
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were unsuccessful in that constituency at the general election. 
As this enables those who have lost their representative to re¬ 
place him, it would appear to be the fairest method, provided 
(i) that the original unsuccessful candidates are still available 
for election, and (ii) that they include at least one candidate 
who is acceptable to the parly (or other group) which has lost 
its representative. The method is used in Tasmania and Malta 
and by some societies in this country. 

Condition (ii) is provided for by the rule that no candidate 
can be elected unless he has the votes of a clear majority of the 
deceased or retired member’s supporters. If no candidate polls 
this required number of votes, or if the original candidates are 
no longer available, the vacancy is filled by co-option (as for 
local councillors in Britain during the war), the new member 
being chosen from among the same party or other group as the 
member he is replacing. 


ILLITERACY 

Illiteracy presents a serious problem only if it is widespread. 
Elsewhere it is dealt with by a procedure similar to that adopted 
in our own country for people who, for one reason or another, 
including bUndness, are unable to mark their own ballot papers. 
The Irish Electoral Act of 1923 lays down careful regulations 
for the use of returning officers when assisting illiterate voters. 
A similar method has been found satisfactory in Malta, where 
the number of illiterates in the first PR election averaged 41-5 
per cent of those voting, and in some places exceeded 90 per 
cent; illiteracy is still high. 

The single transferable vote has not so far been used by 
electorates with a still higher percentage of illiteracy, such as 
exists among the main body of Indian citizens. It has, however, 
been used in India for indirect elections by relatively small and 
educated electorates. The Simon Commission^ reported that ‘a 
system of proportional representation has been constantly em¬ 
ployed in the Legislative Assembly and the Provincial Councils 
for the selection of Committees. No difficulty has been found in 
its practical operation and the members fully understand it and 
appreciate its advantages.’ The Government of India Act, 1935, 
provided that the members of Provincial Legislative Assemblies 

^ Report of the Indian Statutory Commission (1930), Vol. ii, p. 118. 
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should elect by PR members of the Federal House of Assembly. 
The war prevented this from coming into operation, but the 
same machinery was used in the election of India’s Constituent 
Assembly, on her attainment of independence. 

The manifest advantages of the single transferable vote in the 
conditions of a plural society^ are not necessarily to be dismissed 
as unattainable if that society is also illiterate; the recognized 
methods of providing for voters unable to read can be adapted 
to various voting systems, including the single transferable vote. 
\N\ve.re. the hvdk of the electorate is illiterate, it is already com¬ 
mon to print on the ballot paper, in addition to the name of each 
candidate, a pictorial symbol (some familiar object such as a 
cow, a cock or a plough) chosen by the candidate, or allotted to 
him, to represent himself. The voter is then required to indicate 
by some simple means, such as by making a cross beside the 
appropriate symbol, which one of the candidates he supports. 
This would make it quite easy to apply the semi-proportional 
method of the single non-transferable vote.® Clearly, it would 
also be possible to employ in this way a simple party list system, 
using each symbol to represent (like the familiar hammer and 
sickle) not a person but a party; symbols arc in fact used in this 
way in Italy. 

It may be considered that one or other of these simple 
methods will suffice for an electorate of low educational stan¬ 
dards, but if the political intelligence (as distinct from the 
literacy) of the electors seems to warrant it, there would appear 
to be no insuperable objection to using a single transferable 
vote ballot paper of the same kind. Candidates of similar views 
might be encouraged to choose symbols having something in 
common (animals for one party, birds for another, and so 
forth), and electors at that stage of mental development should 
not find it difficult to make their preferences with, for example, 
X for the first, XX for the second, and so on. The single non- 
transferable vote might be used first and later modified in this 
way. If the bulk of the voters use simply one X, while those who 
are able to do so mark further preferences, the effect will be to 
give some advantage to the latter: the more highly developed 
electors will have a greater certainty that their votes will be 
effective. Another possibility would be to allow the candidates 
to direct the transfer of illiterates’ papers: if occasion arose for 

* Sff p. 135. • See p. 86. 
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the transfer of a paper marked only with one X, the candidate 
so marked could decide to whom it should be transferred. Such 
a provision would of course gradually become a dead letter as 
ability to number candidates became general. 



CHAPTER VIII 


Some Political Aspects of PR 

‘Government is a trust, and the officers of the government are 
trustees; and both the trust and tlie trustees are created for the 
benefit of the people,*— Henry Ci.ay, speech at Ashland, 
Kentucky, 1829. 


P roportional methods of election arc, it is generally agreed, 
better adapted than is any majority method to producing 
an ‘image of the feelings of the nation’, the first of our aims 
which an electoral system should fulfil. But their adoption is 
often opposed on grounds other than the technical objections 
discussed in the previous chapter. Proportional systems, it is 
asserted, increase unduly the number of parties securing repre¬ 
sentation, thus preventing any one parly from securing a work¬ 
ing majority; therefore, government has to be based on a 
coalition or on a single party which depends for its majority on 
the support of allies. This results in greater likelihood of un¬ 
stable government. 

In the first place, however, opponents of proportional repre¬ 
sentation exaggerate its tendency to facilitate an increase in the 
number of parties, and ignore the fact that a multiplicity of 
parties may arise from many causes and often exists under 
majority systems. It would be more correct to say, not that 
proportional representation creates parties, but that when those 
parties have been called into being by other causes it secures 
their reflection in parliament. In Tasmania,^ the voters find 
their needs met by only two parties and Independents, and half 
a century of PR has not changed this position; on the other 
hand, the French voters tend, for a variety of reasons, to divide 
among many parties, and the use of a majority system has never 
checked this tendency. 

The following table shows the number of parties represented 


^ See p. 237. In 1969, one candidate of a third party was elected. 
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in the lower house in various European countries just before the 
outbreak of the first World War;' 

First-past-the-post Second ballot 

Denmark 4 Germany 21 

France 12 

Italy 10 

United Kingdom 5 Netherlands 10 

Switzerland 5 

Norway 3 

It is evident from this table that the number of parties in a 
country has little relation to its voting system, and in particular 
that the salient examples of the multiplication of parties cannot 
have risen from proportional representation. Except for the 
United Kingdom, all the cotmtries in the above table that were 
then using majority systems later adopted proportional repre¬ 
sentation ; their experience under the new system is discussed in 
the next chapter. In no case was the change followed by any 
marked increase in the number of parties, and in some instances 
there was a decrezise. The indications are, therefore that, pro¬ 
portional representation does not encourage the formation of 
parties but only reflects in the parliament whatever tendencies 
towards fusion or division may exist in the country at the time 
of the election. 

While that general conclusion follows from experience of all 
proportional systems in actual use, it should be pointed out that 
in this respect the single transferable vote is likely to differ 
materially from party list systems. Where votes have to be cast 
for a party list, any dissident element within a party can seek 
representation only by submitting a separate list. This forces 
the voter into a choice between the one group and the other; 
moreover, it entails the creation of some sort of organization, 
which may tend to make the splinter group a permanent party, 
remaining after the occasion of the split has disappeared. If, 
however, the voter has a free choice among different candidates 
of the same party, and especially if he can, in addition, indicate 
his agreement with certain of the candidates in other parties, 
the dissident group will probably be able to secure its due 
representation without constituting itself a separate party. 


Proportional systems 
Finland 6 

Belgium 4 

Sweden 3 


’ All figures arc from official returns, Braunias’ Das Parlamentarische Wahlrecht or 
contemporary newspapers. 
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^^j^eronditions are fulfilled most completely under the single 

^HWffeover, if a split does occur, the single transferable vote 
enables it to be more easily healed when the circumstances 
producing it have changed. This is illustrated by an incident in 
the history of the Irish Labour party. In 1944, the National 
Labour party split off from the Labour party owing to a dispute 
over alleged Communist influence in Irish branches of British 
trade unions. This split, however, had no serious effect on the 
Labour movement’s electoral fortunes, as it would have had 
under other voting systems, for supporters of the one section 
were free to give their later preferences to candidates of the 
other, and a sufficient number did so to enable the two together 
to secure nearly their proportional share of the seats. ^ Thus, the 
bitterness that would have arisen if the two parties had spoiled 
one another’s chances was avoided, all Labour voters were 
encouraged to remember that their two parties still had much 
in common, and they were re-united before the election of 1951. 

It is often objected that if three (or more) parties obtain 
representation, the third party may, by holding the balance of 
power, be able to exact from one of the larger parties conces¬ 
sions in return for its own support. In other words, a certain 
amount of minority legislation might be possible through party 
bargaining. But the fear of this is exaggerated, for both partners 
in any such bargain will be aware that it may lose them many 
votes at the next general election, and possibly at a by-election. 
Any attempt by a smaller party to abuse its balancing position, 
or acquiescence in this by a larger party, will be dangerous to 
the party itself. 

But even if the danger associated with a balancing party in 
parliament is real, it is less serious than the risk of control by a 
very small group of voters. The parliamentary party has to vote 
openly, and can be called to account at the next election; the 
electors vote by secret ballot and are accountable to nobody. A 
balancing party in the House of Commons representing prob¬ 
ably two or three million voters may decide this or that action 
of the government; a few hundred thousand voters or even 
fewer, by changing sides in a majority system election, may 
decide which government takes office. 

It is indeed this very power of the ‘floating voter’ which 
^ See Appendix II, p. 285. 
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supporters of the two-party system give as a reason for^iinShg 
two parties sufficient. Each of those parties, they sal in its 
anxiety to win over people not firmly attached to either m them, 
adopts policies that will appeal to those people, so that ‘simple 
majority voting produces a certain moderation in the govern¬ 
ment’.* But the result may not be moderation; one or both 
parties may be wooing extreme groups and the government may 
therefore find itself committed to extreme policies certainly not 
desired by the bulk of the voters. The ‘floating voters’ may be 
thoughtful people of moderate views, or thoughtless people 
easily swayed by triviliaties, or organized pressure groups 
offering their votes to whichever party will pledge its support 
to their particular interests. 

Moreover, the influence of the minority, whether moderate 
or extreme, must, under a majority system, be very uncertain. 
In a constituency where the result is expected to be close, a tiny 
pressure group can exercise influence out of all proportion to its 
importance; where there exists a large permanent majority for 
one party, the legitimate claims of a far larger body of voters 
can be ignored with impunity. Under a proportional system, on 
the contrary, the influence of such a group cannot be either 
much greater or much less than its size warrants. 

Proportional representation may indeed lead such a group to 
seek and obtain representation as a separate party, but to deny 
it the right to do so is to deny it any remedy if the major parties 
ignore its claims. Opinions of minorities expressed merely at the 
polls can never be the equivalent to opinions represented in the 
House of Commons. As John Stuart Mill said,* ‘in the absence 
of its natural defenders, the interest of the excluded is always in 
danger of being overlooked, and, when looked at, is seen with 
very different eyes from those of the persons whom it directly 
concerns’. A similar opinion was expressed by John Morley*— 
‘the best guarantee of justice in public dealings is the participa¬ 
tion in their own government of the people most likely to suffer 
from injustice’. 

A further danger of the two-party system is rule by a minority 
—rule, that is to say, by a minority of the nation which happens 
to have a majority in the government party. In nineteenth- 

^ Prof. W. A. Robson, International Social Science Bulletiny Summer 1951, pp. 
362 ~ 3 - 

* Representative Government (Everyman Edition), p. 209. 

• On Compromise (MacMillan, 1886), p. 326. 

175 



SOME POLITICAL ASPECTS OF PR 

century Britain that danger was not so great as it is today. The 
parties were then comparatively loose associations, on the one 
hand of people generally disposed to experiment and improve, 
and on the other hand of people preferring the existing order 
and averse to change. An MP was committed to an attitude 
rather than to a programme. Nowadays, however, to vote for 
a party is to commit oneself to a series of proposals which a 
candidate is completely pledged to support. Some of those 
proposals may have been accepted by only a small majority of 
the party, and may be unacceptable to all or most of its oppo¬ 
nents—that is to say, in total, to a majority of the voters—but 
if that party becomes the government those proposals will 
nevertheless be put into effect along with the rest of its pro¬ 
gramme. The country may thus be involved against its will in a 
course of action from which there is no reti'eat.^ 

Where there are more than two parties, their programmes are 
sure to overlap to a greater or less extent, giving the voters the 
possibility of choice between different combinations of the same 
policies and thus decreasing the danger that a vote for one 
popular policy will appear to be also a vote for another which 
is in fact unpopular. If the voters’ support for the parties is 
faithfully reflected in parliament, it becomes less likely that any 
one party will be able to force through a policy to which the 
majority of voters are opposed. That danger is further greatly 
decreased if, within each party, the voters have a choice between 
candidates of different shades of opinion. 

It is true that the absence of an assured parliamentary 
majority for the whole of one party’s programme would involve 
some departure from established British practice; it would be 
necessary for the largest party to accept the fact that, while it 
was entitled to the leadership of the House and could expect to 
achieve much of what it desired, it would on occasion have to 
give way and would have to practise some form of co-operation 
with members of other parties. It is also true that politicians 
have not shown much readiness to accept such a change. There 
are frequent complaints that both the major parties show more 
inclination to make party capital out of the problems of the day 
than to co-operate in solving them. Only rarely is the nation’s 
course of action in any matter agreed upon by both; much more 
often it is safe to assume that anything proposed by the Govern- 

^ Cf. Wertheimer, Portrait of the Labour Party^ p. 207. 
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meut will be resisted by the Opposition, and that in a division 
each MP, at least in the two largest parties, will vote with his 
party and against the other. From time to time there are 
divergences from this pattern, a notable instance being tlie 
divisions leading up to Britain’s accession to the European 
Economic Community; a number of MPs on both sides took a 
line contrary to that of their party, and the results of divisions 
were in doubt until the actual event. This behaviour, however, 
was stigmatized by Labour’s chief whip as ‘kicking into one’s 
own goal’, and many of the ‘rebels’ found themselves in trouble 
with their constituency organizations. The belief that govern¬ 
ment should be based on two parties, purporting to be much 
more completely opposed to one another than they really are, 
still animates the party organizations but is being questioned 
elsewhere; an examination of experience in other countries 
will show that it is not the only practicable fouivdatvon for good 
government. 


STABLE AND EFFECTIVE GOVERNMENT 

The wish to limit the number of parties to two is connected 
with the belief that government can be carried on effectively 
only by a single party. One party, it is said, must have un¬ 
hampered power for the time being to carry out its programme; 
if the electors are dissatisfied with its conduct of affairs, their 
remedy is to replace it with another party at the next general 
election. An opposition party is held to be necessary for this 
purpose and also to supply criticism of the government. The 
desirability of such criticism is acknowledged by advocates of 
‘strong’ one-party government; for example. Professor Her- 
mens admits that a government majority can be too large and 
suggests electoral devices to ‘secure for the opposition a number 
of seats large enough to make it possible for it to oppose the 
majority vigorously in parliament’.*^ 

It is assumed, firstly, that the functions of government and 
opposition arc separate, to be carried out by two different 
bodies of people, and, secondly, that a sufficient guarantee 
against the danger that a government will ignore criticism is 

^ Europe between Democracy and Anarchy, p. 96. Professor Hermens does not, how¬ 
ever, suggest any criterion of what is ‘large enough’; he only refuses to accept the 
proposition that the opposition should be as large in proportion as the number of 
its supporters among the electorate. 

M 
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provided by the prospect that the ‘swing of the pendulum’ will 
bring the critics into power. The parliamentary minority is 
regarded as the potential government but, for the time being, is 
excluded from the responsibilities of administration; the system 
has ‘the incurable weakness that it tends to make the “out” 
party always a destructive party’.^ 

However, in some advanced democracies generally regarded 
as particularly well-governed—notably in Switzerland and in 
Scandinavia—the conditions so widely regarded in Britain as 
essential are seldom or never fulfilled. There is no one party 
with power to carry out its whole programme, no other party 
whose function is to oppose the government now and replace it 
in the future. Government is usually carried on either by two 
or more parties in coalition or by one party that must obtain 
some support from outside its own ranks for the passage of any 
given measure. That support does not necessarily always come 
from the same quarter; a critic of the government on one issue 
may be a supporter of it on another. Moreover, a government 
defeated on a particular question, not a vote of confidence, does 
not necessarily feel called upon to resign; it continues to govern 
but, on that question, submits to the majority will of parliament. 

In those countries, a general election is usually followed, not 
by the formation of a completely new government, but by a 
modification of the old one—a larger share of ministerial posts 
for one party, a smaller for another; the replacement of one 
minister by another. This introduces an clement of stability 
which is lacking in countries depending on the ‘swing of the 
pendulum’—there is much greater continuity in policy. A 
measure that has required the assent of several parties, backed 
by a genuine majority of the voters, is unlikely to be reversed; 
on the other hand, modifications found desirable in the light of 
experience may be accepted more readily when the parties are 
accustomed to the idea of compromise. 

In Britain, the introduction of a proportional system would 
tend to promote a spirit of compromise by removing an incen¬ 
tive for an opposition party to seize upon any opportunity to 
overthrow the government. Under a majority system, such a 
party may gamble on the knowledge that quite a small move¬ 
ment of public opinion may give it many more seats; there is a 
strong temptation to force an election. But under a proportional 
^ Alistair Cooke in his Letter from Amerim, BBC Home Service, 3 November 1 950. 
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system no large change in the composition of parliament can 
take place without a comparable change in the country. There 
is no object in forcing an election if no considerable change is 
likely. The parties therefore have to adapt themselves to the 
existing situation. Though to some extent they must do this 
under any form of proportional representation, they will co¬ 
operate more easily if the form used is one that puts less em¬ 
phasis on the divisions between parties and more on what they 
hold in common. The single transferable vote meets these re¬ 
quirements most fully, because it allows the voter to support 
candidates acceptable to him, whether they all belong to one 
party or not. 

Coalitions are not here advocated for their own sake. Single- 
party government, provided it represents the country’s wishes, 
has decided advantages and it may well result from proportional 
representation. But even if it does not, a coalition backed by a 
majority of the voters is preferable to a single-party government 
supported only by a minority. Under the single transferable 
vote, moreover, coalition is free from the most serious objections 
raised against it in Britain, for no election pacts would be 
involved in the constituencies; any number of candidates can 
seek the support of the electors without ‘splitting the vote’, and 
parties can therefore co-operate on one question without sacri¬ 
ficing their right to differ on others. 

Stability and continuity require, of course, a sense of balance 
and toleration on the part of both the nation and its representa¬ 
tives. To deny that such an ability exists amongst the British 
electorate and parties would be absurd. Government without an 
assured parliamentary majority is no new thing in British 
politics. It existed, and worked well, during three periods—from 
1846 to 1852, from 1886 to 1892, and from 1910 to 1915. In 
all three periods the minority government was able to survive 
for a longer period than the average, and to carry difficult and 
controversial measures. In 1924 and 1929 it was attempted more 
half-heartedly, and without success. Coalition governments also 
have proved successful, though it has needed times of crisis to 
call them into being. In normal times single-party government, 
with a real or fictitious majority, is considered the only choice. 
But if a more democratic and a more mature conception of 
government can be approached through the agency of a fairer 
and more scientific voting system, it is surely preferable to a 
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two-party system which, as Sir Winston Churchill said,^ places 
us ‘in the strange position that although four-fifths of each of 
the great parties agree about four-fifths of the things that ought 
to be done at home and abroad, and although if the worst 
happened we should all sink or swim together, wc seem to be 
getting ever more bitterly divided as partisans’. 

^ BBC Honir Service, 3 May 1952. 
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CHAPTER IX 


Experience Under Proportional 
Representation—I 


List Systems 


S ome indication of the relative merits of majority and pro¬ 
portional voting systems can be found in the experience of 
certain countries under both methods. Ever since the latter 
part of the last century, there has been a strong tendency for 
the countries of continental Europe to discard a majority 
system in favour of a proportional one. With a single exception, 
these proportional systems have all been based on the party list, 
while on the contrary every English-speaking country except 
Guyana that has adopted proportional representation has 
chosen the single transferable vote form.^ Experience under list 
systems will be dealt with here, leaving the next chapter for a 
discussion of the system with which English-speaking readers 
are more closely concerned. Some countries have later modified 
the system of proportional representation originally adopted, or 
have extended its application to organs of their national or 
local government not at first affected. In only a few instances 
has a proportional system been abandoned once it has been 
adopted. 

The following pages deal briefly with the history of electoral 
changes and their effects in European countries where demo¬ 
cratic government still exists. It has not been thought necessary 

^ In the countries of continental Europe, political parties were given legal recog¬ 
nition long before the adoption of proportional representation, and parties are 
often required to register as such in order to obtain the right to nominate candi¬ 
dates. In the United Kingdom, on the contrary, parlies, as such, have no official 
existence in electoral law and none of the official macliinery of nomination or 
election depends on them, although since the Representation of the People Act, 
1968, a candidate may include his party in his description on the ballot paper. 
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to include those countries behind the Iron Curtain whose 
electoral experiments have been quite overshadowed by other 
factors in their turbulent history. The mechanics of the voting 
systems used have been explained elsewhere; in these chapters 
the emphasis is on the motives that inspired a change in electoral 
methods and on the influence this change itself exerted on 
administration and on party structure. 

Two major criticisms of proportional representation have 
been discussed in the previous chapter; that it results (a) in an 
excessive mutliplication of parties and consequently {b) in a 
lack of effective government. The facts show the fear of these 
consequences to be exaggerted, while on the other hand there 
is evidence that in many cases proportional representation has 
produced political harmony. This is especially true of countries 
with a more mature experience in self-government, where there 
has grown up a truer understanding of democracy and an 
increased sentiment of national unity. 

SCANDINAVIA 

By 1921, the Scandinavian countries had each adopted some 
system of proportional representation for the election of all or 
many of their national and local political assemblies. These 
systems differed one from another. It is noteworthy that none of 
them has been discarded, even for a brief period. In some cases, 
experience revealed defects in the system as first adopted, but 
this led to improvements which, far from altering the basic 
principle of proportionality, strengthened its application. 

Denmark. The first national elections embodying the principle 
of proportional representation took place in Denmark in 1856. 
The particular method employed was a form of the single trans¬ 
ferable vote devised by the Danish statesman Carl Andrae.^ Its 
application, however, was hmited to the election of 55 out of the 
80 members of the single-chamber Rigsraad. In 1866, under a 
later constitution which established a second chamber (abol¬ 
ished again in 1953), the system was restricted to the indirect 
election of the Landsting or Upper House, by electoral colleges 

^ A year after Andrae’s system was introduced, Thomas Hare in England inde- 
^ndently put forward very similar proposals. These are described in Appendix 
III, p. 287. The successful working of Andrae’s system, and its similarity to Hare’s 
proposals, arc discussed in a report from the Secretary of the British Legation in 
Copenhagen, i July 1863. 
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which after 1915 were themselves chosen by a party list form of 
proportional representation. Andrae’s system, like Hare’s, was 
later improved by the adoption of the smaller (Droop) quota^ 
and the utilization of unsuccessful candidates’ votes as well as of 
surpluses. However, its full effects in producing free and equit¬ 
able representation could not be seen in elections where the 
voters were confined to small electoral colleges composed of 
disciplined party representatives. 

Until 1915, the Lower House (Folketing)^ was elected by the 
British system. During the preceding years, political power had 
been shared chiefly by the Conservatives and Liberals, but two 
parties of the Left (Radicals and Social Democrats) were 
developing in strength because of an extension of the franchise. 
In the earlier years of the present century, neither of the two 
older parties could obtain a working majority, despite the 
operation of the majority system. In order to achieve some 
political stability, the practice grew up of concluding pacts 
between the parties. It was seldom that all four contested one 
seat. Conservatives and Liberals on the one hand, and Radicals 
and Social Democrats on the other, usually preferred to come 
to an understanding. There was therefore in practice a tendency 
towards an uneasy party dualism, with the Liberals threatening 
to absorb the Conservatives and the Radicals and Social Demo¬ 
crats becoming an opportunist fusion. These artificial alliances 
of parties naturally opposed to one another were an increasingly 
unsatisfactory factor in the life of the nation. 

In an attempt to eliminate unrest caused by these alliances, 
and give fairer representation to the Left, an element of pro¬ 
portional representation was superimposed on the single¬ 
member majority elections by a law of 1915, which operated in 
the general election of 1918. Following public protests against 
the inadequacy of this reform, the whole system was put on a 
proportional basis in 1920, and later modifications have in¬ 
creased the accuracy with which the parties’ votes are reflected 
in the House.® Within the party list system, the order of election 
of individual candidates is determined by a form of transferable 
vote, but the voter is limited to the expression of his first prefer- 

^ See pp. 117, 146. 

• The Folkcting consists of 175 members (plus two each from the Faroe Islands 
and Greenland) elected for a period of four years. There are 135 constituency scats 
and 40 supplementary scats—see the Danish official handbook, 1964, p. 185. 

* See p. 106. 
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cnce, transfers being carried out according to the order of the 
candidates’ names on the ballot paper. This method is very 
similar to the Belgian but tends to give a more local character 
to the representation, because, in each district within the con¬ 
stituency, the candidate nominated by residents of that district 
normally appears on the ballot paper as the first of his party’s 
list. 


Elections to the Folketing, 1913-71* 



Conser¬ 

vative 

Liberal 

Radical 

Social 

Democrat 

Com¬ 

munist 

Others 

Number 
of parties 

1913 

7 

44 

31 

32 

— 

— 

4 

1918 

22 

46 

31 

39 

— 

2 

5 

April 1920 

28 

49 

17 

42 

— 

4 

5 

July 1920 

26 

52 

16 

42 

— 

4 

5 

Sept. 1920 

27 

52 

18 

48 

— 

4 

6 

^924 

28 

45 

20 

55 

— 

1 

4 

1926 

30 

47 

16 

53 

— 

3 

5 

1929 

24 

44 

16 

61 

— 

4 

5 

1932 

27 

39 

14 

62 

2 

5 

6 

1935 

26 

29 

14 

68 

2 

10 

7 

19,39 

26 

30 

13 

64 

3 

10 

9 

1943 

31 

28 

13 

66 

— 

11 

8 

1945 

26 

38 

II 

48 

18 

7 

7 

1947 

17 

49 

10 

57 

9 i 

6 

6 

19.50 

27 

32 

12 

59 

7 

12 

6 

April 1953 

26 1 

33 

13 

61 


9 

6 

Sept. 1953 

30 1 

42 

14 

74 

8 1 

7 

7 

1957 

30 

45 

14 

70 

6 

10 

7 

i960 

32 

38 

11 

76 

0 

18 

7 

1964 

36 

38 

10 

76 

0 

15 

G 

1966 

34 

35 

*3 

69 

0 

24 

6 

1968 

37 

34 , 

27 

62 

0 

15 

5 

1971 

31 

30 

27 

70 

0 

17 

5 


* In this and similar tables, it should be noted that a party continuing 
under the same name may change its nature radically in the course of years. 
This is true of the Scandinavian Liberal parties. The table omits a mainly 
uncontested election in 1915. The three elections of 1920 were occa.sioned by 
the incorporation of Schleswig into Denmark, the two in 1953 by the adop¬ 
tion of a new constitution. 

Under proportional representation in Denmark, there has 
been some tendency for the number of parties to increase. The 
four chief parties, however, have continued to dominate the 
Folketing as under the majority system, with two to four minor 
ones (including the Communists) securing only an ineffective 
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share.^ The table above shoves the party representation from 
the last majority election onwards. 

It will be seen that none of the four chief parties has been able 
to secure a clear majority in any one election. Therefore, ad¬ 
ministrations have been based on a coalition, or on government 
by a single party, dependent for its majority in any division on 
support from some part of the Opposition, though it should be 
realized that in Denmark the term ‘Opposition’ has no such 
connotation as it has in Britain. The table below shows that the 
life of these governments has been relatively long. 

Danish Administrations, iqic?-?! 


Type 

Radical Liberal with Social 
Democrat support 
Non-party 

Moderate Liberal 

Social Democrat 
Moderate Liberal 
Social Democrat and Radical 
Liberal 

During the occupation, coali¬ 
tions of all the major parties 
and I ndependents. NoDanish 
Government between August 
1943 liberation 

Moderate Liberal 
Social Democrat 
Moderate Liberal and Conser¬ 
vative 

Social Democrat 
Social Democrat, Liberal, 
Justice Party 
Social Democrat 
Radical, Liberal and Conser¬ 
vative 

Social Democrat 


Duration 

June 1913-March 1920 

March-April 1920 
April-May 1920 
May 1920-October 1922 
October 1922-April 1924 
April 1924-Deccmber 1926 
December 1926-April 1929 
April 1929-Novcmber 1935 
November 1935-April 1940 
April-July 1940 
July 1940-May 1942 
May-November 1942 
November 1942-August 1943 
May-November 1945 
November 1945-Novembcr 1947 
November 1947-Octobcr 1950 
October 1950-September 1953 

September 1953-May 1957 
May 1957-Scptembcr 1964 

September 1964-January 1968 
January 1968-October 1971 

October 1971- 


The reasons for the stable and satisfactory nature of such ad¬ 
ministrations are common to all the Scandinavian countries 
and are dealt with in succeeding pages. 

^ The Communist representation rose to 18 in 1945 but then declined; the 
Justice Party (Georj^cist) increased rapidly in strength to equal the Radicals in 
1950, then also declined. Both these parties have been unrepresented since i960, 
this being due at least in part to restrictions, under the Election Act of 1953, on the 
sharing of the 40 supplementary seats among small parties. 
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Norway. The Norwegian parliament (Storting) is elected for 
four years and consists of 150 members elected from 20 districts 
returning from 4 to 13 members each. 

Before 1921, elections were by second ballot in single- 
member constituencies. Representation was then shared among 
three parties (Conservative, Liberal and Socialist), the first 
two of which contained divisions which did not always collabor¬ 
ate and on two occasions split off to form separate parties. There 
existed the practice of political alliances usually associated with 
the second ballot. The Conservatives and Liberals generally 
combined against the Socialists, thus placing the Left under a 
permanent electoral disadvantage; the introduction of a pro¬ 
portional system was designed to remedy this. 

Under the new system, the number of jjarties contesting 
elections increased from 5 in 1921 to 9 in 1933, and in 1969 
was 7. Not all, however, were successful in winning seats, and 
the effective parliamentary strength remained concentrated in 
the hands of Conservatives, Agrarian, Liberals, and Socialists. 
The Socialists’ progress received a set-back in 1923, wlien, after 
the repudiation of Moscow by the moderate element, the left 
wing broke away to form the Communist party. 'Hiis had some 
success, especially in 1945, but by 1949 its support had fallen 
again below the level necessary to secure a scat even in a seven- 
member constituency. In the thirties, the Socialists, while not 
attaining an absolute majority in the Storting, won sufficient 
seats to enable them to form a minority government, which, by 
modification of the more extreme points in its programme, was 
able to command the required majority. The opposite table 
shows the changes in party strengths in the Storting between 
1915 and 1969. 

In the first years following the introduction of proportional 
representation there was an alternation of minority or coalition 
administrations, whose nucleus was usually the Liberals and 
against which the Socialists formed the Opposition. In 1933, 
however, the Socialists emerged as the most powerful single 
element, strong enough to form a minority government, and in 
1945 they won a clear majority. They governed alone until 
1965, with a three-week break in 1963, and then made way for 
a coalition of the non-Socialist parties. 
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Elections to the Storting, 1915-69 



Conser¬ 

vative 

Agrarian 

Liberal* 

Socialist 

Com¬ 

munist 

Others 

Number 
of parties 

1915 

21 

— 

78 

24 

— 

— 

3 

1918 

50 

3 

54 

18 

— 

I 

4 

1921 

57 

17 

39 

29 

— 

8 

5 

1924 

54 

22 

36 

24 

6 

8 

6 

1927 

31 

26 

31 

59 

3 


5 

1930 

44 

25 

34 

47 

— 

— 

4 

1933 

! 31 

24 

25 

69 

— 

2 

6 

1936 

1 

18 

23 

1 70 

1 

1 3 

6 

1945 

1 

10 

20 

1 76 

11 

1 8 

6 

1949 

1 23 

12 

21 

1 85 

— 

1 8 

5 

1953 

27 

, '4 

^5 

77 

3 

14 

6 

1957 

29 

1 *5 

15 

78 

I 

12 

6 

1961 

29 

i6t 

14 

74 

0 

17 

6 

i 9^>5 

31 

18 

18 

68 

0 


6 

1969 

29 

20 

13 

74 

0 

H 

6 


* Braunias {Das Parlamentarische Wahlrecht, p. 394) lists separately from 
the Liberals a small Radical group appearing in 1918 with three members 
and decreasing to one in 1930. f Re-named Centre Party. 


Norwegian Administrations, 1913-72 


Type 

Liberal 

Conservative 

Liberal 

Conservative-Independent Liberal 
Conservative-Independent Liberal 
Liberal 

Conservative-Independent Liberal 

Labour 

Liberal 

Agrarian 

Agrarian 

Liberal 

Labour 

Labour-Conservative-Liberal 

Labour 

Centre-Conservative-Liberal- 
Ghristian Peoples Party 
Labour 

GPP-Liberal-Centre 


Duration 

Jan. 1913-June 1920 
June 1920-June 1921 
June 1921-Mar. 1923 
Mar. 1923-May 1923 
May 1923-JuIy 1924 
July 1924-Feb. 1926 
Feb. 1926-Jan. 1928 
Jan. 1928-Feb. 1928 
Feb. 1928-May 1931 
May 1931-Mar. 1932 
Mar. 1932-Mar. 1933 
Mar. 1933-Mar. 1935 
Mar. 1935-June 1945 
June 1945-N0V. 1945 
Nov. 1945-Oct. 1965 

Oct. 1965-Mar. 1971 
Mar. 1971-Oct. 1972 
Oct. 1972- 


Sweden. Sweden formerly used the British system, except for 
Stockholm which formed one constituency returning 22 mem¬ 
bers by block vote. Representation was seriously distorted. 
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especially under the block vote/ and agitation for a cliaugc 
began as early as 185G, at the time of the first introduction of 
proportional representation into Denmark. Along witfi tiiis 
movement went a demand for the reform of the franchise, wJiicIi 
then rested on property qualifications. A law passed in igoy 
established manhood suflfagc and proportional representation 
under the system described on p. 106. It was applied first 
to the election by local councils of representatives in the Upper 
House, and in the following year to the election of Stockholm 
Town Council and all the provincial Councils; the first general 
election to the Lower House of parliament under this system 
was in 1911. 

Before 1911, Sweden had three parties—Conservative, 
Liberal and Social Democrat. This pattern has persisted with¬ 
out major change. Only one large new party has grown up, the 
Agrarian Party, which split off from the Conservatives. Though 
remaining in sympathy with them it has lately turned more 
towards social reform. The Liberals split on the prohibition 
question into two groups (elections of 1924, 1928 and 1932) 
which later re-united to form what is now known as the People’s 
Party. The Communists have had some success but are now de¬ 
clining; a Swedish Nazi party never succeeded in winning a seat. 

The following table shows the party strengths from 19 ii to 
1970. The variations from one election to the next are larger 
than in most countries using proportional systems, but small 
compared with those in British elections. 

During the 1920s, administrations were usually based on one 
party, which had no clear majority but relied for support on 
allied groups within the Chamber. In the early ’thirties, the 
Social Democrats secured an ascendancy which has endured 
until the present day, and in 1940 they won a clear majority of 
the seats. When lacking a clear majority, they either have 
followed the same plan of relying on parliamentary support 
from other parties or have formed a coalition with the Agrarians. 
It will be seen from the following table that these administra¬ 
tions have varied in duration from three months to over eleven 

1 In 1887, the Liberals had a majority of 20 in the Riksdag, but the following 
year diis was reduced to a minority of 2, because one of the Stockholm members 
was found to be 13s. od. in arrear on his taxes for 1881-2. This invalidated his 
election and all the 6,700 ballot papers on which votes were cast for him; a recount 
then resulted in the defeat of all the 22 Liberal members for Stockholm and the 
election of 22 Conservatives. (See R. Dickinson, Summary of the Constitution and 
Procedure of Foreign Parliartients, 2nd edition, 1890, p. 151.) 
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Elections to the Swedish Lower House, 1911-70 





1 



c* 

1 


§ 

•2 

2 

g i 
^ i 


0 


^ 1 

1911 

65 


101 

SprinR 1914 

86 

— 

71 

Autumn 1914 

86 

— 

87 

1917 

59 

12 

62 

1920 

70 

30 

48 

1921 

62 

21 

41 

1924 

65 

23 

5 

1928 

73 

27 

'1- ! 

1932 

5B 

36 

4 

1936 

44 

36 

1 27 

1940 

42 

28 

23 

1944 

39 

35 

26 

1948 

1 

30 

1 

M)52 

30 

27 

59 

1956 

42 

19 

1 58 

1958 

45 

32 

1 38 

i960 

39 

34 

40 

1964 

32 

35 

42 

1968 

32 i 

39 

34 

*1970 

41 1 

71 

58! 


Independent 
People ^ s 

Social 

Democrat 

§ 

2 

1 

a 

Others | 

i 

_ _ _1 

Number of 
parties 

— 

64 

— 

— 

3 

— 

73 

— 

— 

3 

— 

57 

— 

— 

3 

— 

86 

— 

11 

5 

— 

75 

— 

7 

5 

— 

93 

7 

6 

6 

28 

104 

5 

— 

6 

28 

90 

8 

— 

6 

20 

104 

2 

6 

7 

— 

112 

5 

6 

6 

— 

134 

3 

— 

5 

— 

115 

15 

— 

5 

— 

112 

8 

— 

5 

— 

109 

1 5 

— 

1 5 

— 

106 

! 6 

— 

5 

— 

111 

1 5 

— 

5 

— 

114 

5 

— 

5 

— 

113 

8 

3 

6 

— 1 

125 

3 

— 

5 

_ j 

163 

17 

~ I 

5 


* The Upper House was abolished and the number of seats in the Lower 
House raised from 233 to 350. 


Swedish Administrations, 1917-73 


Type 

Liberal-Social Democrat 
Social Democrat 
‘Administrative’ 
‘Administrative’ 

Social Democrat 

Conservative 

Social Democrat 

Liberal 

Conservative 

Liberal 

Social Democrat 
Agrarian 

Social Democrat-Agrarian 
National Coalition 
Social Democrat 
Social Democrat-Agrarian 
Social Democrat 


Duration 

Oct. 1917-March 1920 
March 1920-Oct. 1920 
Oct. 1920-Feb. 1921 
Feb. 1921-Oct. 1921 
Oct. 1921-April 1923 
April 1923-Oct. 1924 
Oct. 1924-June 1926 
June 1926-Oct. 1928 
Oct. 1928-June 1930 
June 1930-Sept. 1932 
Sept. 1932-June 1936 
June 1936-Sept. 1936 
Sept. 1936-Dec. 1939 
1939-July 1945 
July 1945-Oct. 1951 
Oct. 1951-Sept. 1957 
Sept. 1957- 
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years and have tended to become more and more long-lived. 
Since the last war, there have been only two changes of govern¬ 
ment, retaining the same prime minister. For over thirty years, 
every Swedish government has included some of the elements 
oi its predecessor; there has thus been continuity of policy. 

Finland first adopted a proportional system in 1906, while she 
was still a Grand Duchy within the Russian Empire, exercising 
home rule through a Diet consisting of four Houses (Nobility, 
Clergy, Burghers, Peasantry). Following a coup d'etat in 1899, 
the country remained for some time in a turbulent state, and it 
became increasingly clear that a radical reconstruction was 
necessary to place Finnish democracy on a firm foundation. To 
this end the constitution of 1906 was drawn up, which is remark¬ 
able for the original and democratic nature of its provisions. 
These included the introduction of universal suffrage at the age 
of 24, and the establishment of a single-chamber legislature. 

The electoral system, which was devised at the same time, 
was essential to the success, and indeed to the acceptance, of 
this constitution. As a contemporary Finnish pamphlet^ points 
out, the four estates of the realm (ie the Nobility, Clergy, 
Burghers, and Peasantry) would certainly not have surrendered 
their respective powers and privileges to a single-chamber 
assembly, if they had not been assured that each of them would 
receive a fair deal, and that there would exist no possibility that 
the assembly might be dominated by an extremist minority. An 
important factor behind their acceptance lay in the check 
placed on the power of the assembly by a standing provision 
that certain important bills could not become law until after 
the next general election. This provision was similar in intention 
to the power of delay possessed by the British House of Lords, 
but was made more effective because Finland’s electoral system 
allows the voter a greater opportunity to express any conclusions 
that he may have formed during the period of delay. In 
Britain, delay until after a general election cannot be relied 
upon to reveal the electors’ will regarding the measure in 
question, because a vote can express only general approval of a 
whole political programme. The Finnish electoral system, on 
the other hand, does make possible an expression of public 
opinion regarding particular items in such a programme, for 
* Th Finnish Re/vm Bill of jgoG (Helsinki, 1906}. 
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(besides giving each party its proportional share of the seats) it 
permits the voter, within each party, a large degree of choice 
among different candidates, who may hold various views on the 
delayed measure.^ 

The new constitution was accepted unanimously by three of 
the four Houses, and by a majority of loo to 8 in the House of 
Nobility. Its initial success has been maintained in such a degree 
that no substantial changes have been thought necessary. More¬ 
over, under it there has existed that strong government which 
alone could have maintained the independence of Finland in 
the face of grave and repeated threats. This strength certainly 
does not rest on a large parliamentary majority for one party, 
for such a thing has never existed since Finland attained inde¬ 
pendence in 1917. It is not associated either with stability in the 
sense that the government continues unchanged for long 
periods; on the contrary, Finland has a new Prime Minister on 
an average about every eighteen months. The government’s 
strength springs rather from a broad popular consent. Cabinets 
are usually coalitions of three or four parties, and their com¬ 
plexion has changed gradually with developments in public 
opinion, preserving continuity and avoiding abrupt reversals of 
policy.® J. Hampden Jackson,® writing on the situation of 
Finland after the Second World War, said that it called for ‘a 
patience, a degree of tact, a mixture of solidarity and subtlety on 
the part of the Finns which would be an unparalleled test of 
democratic character’. He went on to show that this test had 
been well met: Tt is no accident’, he observes, ‘that Finland is 
the only surviving democracy in the Russian sphere of influ¬ 
ence’. Such a survival has been largely due to strongly developed 
democratic qualities, with a machinery of government that has 
permitted the effective expression of such qualities. 

Scandinavian Experience. In most of these countries there has 
been a tendency for the number of parties to increase after the 
adoption of PR, but in all of them parliamentary representation 
has been shared predominantly by four major parties. One or 
other of these has usually been in a position, if not to form a 

' For details of the system, see p. 104. 

* Sec the Finland Tear Booky 1947, p. 68. 

* International Affairsy October 1948, p. 506. For further discussion of recent 
Finnish history, sec this article and the PR Society pamphlets No. 95 (p. 24) and 
No. 96 (p. 22). 
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majority government by itself, at least to provide the nucleus of 
a stable administration in collaboration with a second party 
with a programme not too dissimilar from its own. The Scandi¬ 
navian peoples are often credited with a stronger grasp of demo¬ 
cratic principles, and greater ability to translate them into 
political action, than have many countries, not excluding Great 
Britain. Their success in sohing the problems of minority 
government, when this has been called for, may be attributed 
to this natural or acquired ca})acity. But a considerable contri¬ 
bution has also undoubtedly been made by the political 
machinery they have adopted; both their electoral systems and 
the great use made of parliamentary committees have helped to 
to render co-operation between parties and the spirit of com¬ 
promise acceptable and normal. Whereas in Great Britain 
attempts in 1923 and 1929 to carry on the government of the 
country without a single-party majority were short-lived and 
disappointing and ended in bitterness and recriminations, 
minority governments in Scandinavia have functioned success¬ 
fully and for long periods. As a French observer says of Sweden,’ 
the nation is remarkably united on essentials. The processes of 
compromise in committee lead to virtually unanimous reports 
and hence to bills backed by all parties; unanimous votes in the 
parliament itself are not unusual. Few countries in the world 
can point to such general stability of government or to what may 
be even more important, such continuity of government policy 
in both home and external affairs. 


SWITZERLAND 

In examining the electoral experience of Switzerland, it is 
necessary to remember the political and ethnic structure of the 
country. Switzerland is a federation of cantons which can 
broadly be divided into German, French, and Italian, the 
people of German stock far outnumbering the rest. Within 
certain cantons themselves there are ethnic and religious 
minorities, and conflict has often in the past been serious. 
Although Switzerland is today a well-integrated federation, the 
Swiss still thinks first and foremost in terms of his canton, and 
the cantons retain, and jealously guard, a considerable degree 
of autonomy. The Swiss system of government is indeed based 

* Marc Ullmann, Le Monde, 6-7 June 1954. 
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on a still smaller unit, the commune, where an active democracy 
expresses itself through meetings of all the adult males.^ Swiss 
parties were for long organized on a cantonal basis, and became 
national bodies only in the later years of the last century. 
Cantonal elections therefore have more significance than the 
local elections of most other countries. 

Discussion on the suitability of electoral systems began in 
Switzerland during the first half of the nineteenth century. A 
system for the election of a constituent assembly for Geneva was 
suggested by Victor Consid^rant in 1842 and elaborated by 
him in 1846; this influenced the Association Reformiste, founded 
in 1865, which was partly responsible for the first step taken to 
revise the Swiss electoral laws. The demand for this revision 
arose out of the bitterness of political divisions exacerbated by a 
majority system of election in circumstances where ethnic and 
religious differences themselves put a strain upon national unity. 
In 1847, the predominantly Roman Catholic cantons attempted 
to secede from the federation, but their revolt was suppressed 
by the superior strength of the Protestants in the Sonderbund 
war. At later dates, several elections gave rise to disturbances 
involving loss of life. 

One such incident occurred in the canton of Ticino in 1889.® 
The election of that year gave the Conservatives 77 seats for 
12,783 votes, while the Liberals, with almost as many votes 
(12,166), got only 35 seats. The resulting dissensions were ended 
by the intervention of the Federal Council, which recommended 
a proportional system. This was used first for the election of a 
constituent assembly, and was incorporated into the cantonal 
constitution in 1891, for the election of the Cantonal Council, 
constituent assemblies and Municipal Councils. The law was 
approved by referendum the following year and has remained 
in force ever since.® The object of pacifying the canton was 


^ In some of the smaller cantons (Appcnzcll, Glarus, Unterwaldcn), the legisla¬ 
tive power of the canton is exercised directly by all male adult citizens meeting in a 
public assembly called the Landesgemeinde. Women have been admitted to the 
franchise in one after another of several cantons, and voted in federal elections for 
the first time in 1971. 

* For the full story, see La DSmocratie Tessinoise et la Representation Proportionnelle by 
Professor J. J. Galland, Grenoble, 1909. 

* Its application was extended in 1892, 1895 and 1898 to the election of the 
Executive Council, jurors and Communal Councils. In 1904, however, the Liberal 
majority on the Executive Council secured a change in its method of election to 
the limited vote. This system was less favourable to the minority, and gave the 
Liberals four seats out of five instead of three out of five. 
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altained, and the success of proportional representation in 
Ticino encouraged its adoption for other Swiss elections. 

In the canton of Geneva, the Protestants and Catholics were 
nearly equal in numbers but the operation of the block vote 
resulted in domination of the council by the former. This led to 
great friction, particularly where legislation connected with 
religious matters was concerned. In 1892, Geneva followed the 
example of Ticino by introducing a proportional system. The 
effect was to reduce considerably the disturbances caused by 
unfair representation. The influence of the two systems can be 
seen in the cantonal elections of November 1892 compared with 
the elections for the National Council in the same canton the 
following October. While the cantonal elections passed off 
calmly and were followed by no disturbances, in the Federal 
elections (still under a majority system) political antagonism 
gave rise to rioting. 

Such were the diametrically opposite influences of the 
majority and the proportional systems in a country where ethnic 
and religious differences were potential threats to national unity 
and local harmony. In recent years, the only serious dissension 
has been in the case of the French-speaking inhabitants of the 
Jura, who resent being included in the mainly German-speaking 
canton of Bern and wish to form a seperate canton. As will be 
seen later, the Swiss situation was approximately repeated in 
the case of Belgium. 

The use of proportional representation gradually extended, 
so that by 1909 it was in force for some or all local elections in 
ten more cantons. The cantons’ experience in turn influenced 
public opinion with regard to federal elections, an effect that is 
clearly seen in three successive initiatives. Advocates of pro¬ 
portional representation for the election of the National 
Council first secured a popular vote on the subject in 1900, 
when the change was rejected by a three-to-two majority of the 
citizens voting and by 11J cantons to loj. Ten years later, the 
number voting for the change had increased by half, the number 
of opponents remaining nearly stationary and constituting only 
a bare majority, and 12 cantons voted in favour to 10 against. 

* The Federal parliament consists of the Council of States, whose members arc 
elected by the cantons, and the National Council, of 200 members, which is the more 
important body and is elected directly by the citizens. Each canton elects members 
in proportion to its population. The executive body, the Federal Council, is elected 
by the Federal parliament for a period of four years. 
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By 1918, the supporters of proportional representation had 
increased by a further 25 per cent while its opponents had fallen 
by nearly one-half; the proposition was carried by 299,550 
votes to 149,035 and 19^ cantons to 2^, and became law in time 
for the election of 1919. The system then introduced^ hzis 
remained in force ever since, without important change. 

Under the majority system before 1919, the Radical party 
controlled the Council most of the time. For example, the first 
Council elected under the new constitution of 1848 consisted of 
over a hundred Radicals (who, broadly speaking, were Protest¬ 
ants) compared with some eight Conservatives (Catholics), 
although the latter represented about half the population. In 
some cantons the Radicals invariably secured all the seats, with 
a bare majority of the votes cast. Towards the end of the last 
century, the Radicals, under the impact of newer political 
doctrines, began to lose their cohesion, despite the operation of 
the electoral law. Their apprehension of the threat to their 
dominance was shown by their opposition to the efforts made 
in 1900 and 1910 to introduce an element of proportionality 
into federal elections. Despite the continuance of majority 
voting, however, the Radicals began to lose ground to the 
Catholics and to newer parties; by 1917, the Social Democrats 
had secured 19 seats in a Council of 182. Thus, the majority 
system did not prevent the rise of new parties. Had the system 
continued, it is probable that the. Social Democrats in their 
turn would have dominated the Council and the Radicals 
would have become the victims of unfair representation, just as 
the British Liberals did. 

The effect of the change in the voting system in 1919 was to 
reduce Radical representation sharply from 102 seats to 58 (31 
per cent of the seats for 29 per cent of the votes), near which 
level it has remained ever since. Part of the seats lost by the 
Radicals went to the new Peasant party, which already existed 
in embryo as a section of the Radical party; nearly all the rest 
to the Social Democrats, who more than doubled their repre¬ 
sentation. A number of splinter parties did present candidates, 
but they never won more than very few seats and most of them 
disappeared again very quickly. ‘The proportional system has 
not in the least caused or favoured ... a multiplication of little 
parties. On the contrary, if there is any conclusion to be drawn 

* See p. 105, 
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from the four proportional elections so far held, it is that there 
is a tendency for the voters to concentrate in the great historic 
parties.’^ 

The following table shows the development of the Swiss 
political parties since 1917: 


Elections to the Swiss National Council, 1917-71 


j 

1 

Radical 

Conservative 

Social 

Democrat 

Liberal | 

Democrat j 

Peasant 

Communist 

Others 

Number of 
parties 

1917 

102 

42 

^9 

12 



7 ' 

6 


58 

4 ' 

4 ^ 

9 



9 

9 

1922 

58 

44 

43 

10 

35 

2 


8 

1925 

59 

42 

49 

7 

31 

3 

7 

9 

1928 

58 

46 

50 

6 

31 

2 

5 

9 

i 93 « 

52 

44 

49 

6 

30 

3 

3 

8 


48 

42 

50 

6 

21 

2 

18 

10 

‘939 

50 

43 

45 

7 

22 

— 

10 

8 

1943 

47 

43 

54 

i ^ 

22 

— 

20 

8 

>947 

52 

44 

48 

1 7 

21 

7 

15 

9 

>95 > 

51 

48 

49 

5 

23 

5 

15 

8 

>955 

50 

47 

53 

5 

22 

4 

15 

8 

1959 

51 

47 

51 

5 

23 

3 

16 

8 

1963 

51 

48 

53 

6 

22 

4 

16 

8 

1967 

49 

45 

50 

6 

21 

5 

24 * 

10 

i 97 > 

49 

44 

46 

i 6 

1 

21 

5 

29 t 

11 


♦ Mainly Independents. 

t Mainly Independents and right-wing Nationalists. 


In considering the effects of the voting system in Switzerland, 
other characteristics of that country’s political structure must be 
borne in mind. The Swiss citizen shares in his own government 
much more directly than most. He is expected to take part in a 
large number of elections and local assemblies, and (together 
with a specified minimum number of his fellows) may challenge 
Federal or cantonal legislation or even initiate legislation: the 
law in question is confirmed or vetoed by a popular referendum. 
The Federal Coimcil is not, like the British Cabinet, a body of 
ministers chosen by the leader of the largest party; it is elected 
by the federal parliament and is chosen so as to include repre¬ 
sentatives of all the main parties and of the different types of 

^ Statistik der Aatumalratswahleny 1919-28, p. 31. 
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cantons. That is to say, the proportional principle is extended 
beyond the election of the parliament to the formation of its 
Executive. It has also become a tradition that the maximum 
legal duration of the Federal Council of four years shall not be 
terminated prematurely, even if any of its proposals are re¬ 
jected either by the parliament or by the country on referendum. 

Switzerland has long been of interest to constitution-makers, 
and in many parts of tlie world today a federal form of govern¬ 
ment is being considered. In Africa there have been some 
federal experiments and there may well be others; any future 
movements of this kind would be well advised to take Swiss 
experience into consideration. Much of the failure of these 
experiments so far can be ascribed to imposition of federation 
from outside before the consent of the inhabitants was secured 
(Central African Federation), or to state boundaries which do 
not coincide with natural ones and therefore do not enclose a 
region with much feeling of unity, or to electoral systems which 
tend to divide rather than to unite. For example, the real 
differences between the regions of Nigeria are exaggerated by a 
majority electoral system which tends to represent one region 
solely by one party and another region solely by a different one. 

BELGIUM 

The political experience of Belgium under both a majority 
and a proportional system of election has, in one respect at 
least, been similar to that of Switzerland. The disputes of the 
two ethnic groups in the population (Flemings and Walloons), 
which menaced the unity of the nation during the last century, 
have been rendered much less dangerous by the substitution of 
a proportional for a majority system. 

The majority system, employed until 1899,'^ resulted in 
Flanders returning Catholics and Wallonia, except for certain 
rural areas, returning Liberals or, between 1894. and 1899, 
chiefly Socialists.* Within each region there were minorities 
which, deprived of any hope of representation in national, or 
even in local, politics, formed enclaves of discontent. 

^ Election was by tlie second ballot, in constituencies most of which returned 
from 2 to 4 members each; there were 9 single-member constituencies, and one 
(Brussels) returning 18 members. The restricted electorate was increased tenfold 
by the law of 1894. introduced the plural vote for certain family, 

property and educational qualifications; this was abolished in 1919. 

* See p. 71. 
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In the national legislature,^ until 1899, two solid blocks each 
represented exclusively the majority in its respective half of the 
country. They differed irreconcilably on the question of whether 
Belgium should be a secular State, and on problems created by 
the privileged position that French (the language of Wallonia) 
held, to the detriment of most Flemings, in administration, law 
and education. Both Catholics and Liberals tended to concen¬ 
trate upon, and magnify, these issues at the expense of broader 
and more constructive policies, which w'ould have been benefi¬ 
cial to the nation as a whole,^ for they allowed little room for 
non-sectarian opinion within their ranks. Such a state of affairs 
was, it should be remembered, found in local as well as in 
national politics. 

But the introduction in 1899 of a proportional system for 
parliamentary elections® enabled the votes of Belgian minorities 
to become effective, and the representatives of the three main 
parties. Catholics, Liberals and Socialists, instead of being con¬ 
centrated within one or other ethnic area, to be distributed 
more evenly over the country.* Thus, there were returned to 
the national legislature members whose sectarian views were 
qualified by other considerations which exercised a moderating 
influence; when some Catholics represented industrial cities and 
some Liberals rural areas, it became easier for them to find some 
measure of common ground than when their representation was 
confined respectively to opposite types of constituency. Further¬ 
more, within the constituencies proportional representation 
contributed to making all parties less insistent on sectarian 
policies and encouraged them to assume the character of 
national movements, for no party could any longer be assured, 
as it was under the former system, that an appeal to the majority 
alone would secure all the seats. The general effect on the nation 
as a whole was to integrate the different ethnic and social 
elements. There is still much dissension, but at least a break up 


* The Belgian le^laturc is composed of two chambers: the Senate, one half of 
which is elected directly, the rest being elected indirectly or co-opted; and the 
Chamber of Representatives (the more important), which now numbers 212 
Depudes and is elected for four years by universal adult suffrage. 

* Differences between the Catholics and Socialists centred at first on social, 
indiu^al, and franchise problems. The rise of a Catholic left wing forced the more 
tra^donal Catholic elements to compromise. Nevertheless, strong feeling over 
religioiu and ethnic differences persisted for some years. 

_ • As in Switzerland, a trial had been made of proportional representation in muni¬ 
cipal elections; it had proved successful in improving civic spirit and administration. 

* The extension of the suffrage also contributed to this effect. 
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into two states has been avoided. I jbably the unifying effect 
would have been greater if the single transferable vote form of 
proportional representation had b< en used, for this would have 
afforded more ou’Jet for the fct iings of the two sections. A 
member, for example, of the I’’ erch-speaking section would 
have been able, if he wished, to 4 c by preference for a French- 
speaking candidate, no matter in vhat part of the country he 
lived or which party he favoured. 

The experience of Belgium under proportional representation 
contradicts the repeated assertion that this system promotes 
such a large number of parties that any effective government is 
rendered virtually impossible. The system from the outset 
assisted the revival of the Liberal party, which otherwise 
appeared to be in process of being eliminated.^ The only new 
party to gain representation before 1914 was a minor and short¬ 
lived one, the Dansistes. In later years, three additional parties 
did return members, but the majority of seats was shared by the 
three older parties, though the incidence of their representation 
varied. Of the new groups, only the Communists have consist¬ 
ently retained some representation, but recently there has been 
a sharp rise in the parties standing for the Flemish- and French- 
speaking sections respectively. The table of the various parties 
in the Belgian Lower House since 1898 (p. 200) shows that the 
number of parties winning seats since the introduction of pro¬ 
portional representation has not been excessive. 

It has, however, been larger than would have been likely had 
the single transferable vote been used, for the party list system 
forced those seeking Flemish and French representation to sub¬ 
mit separate lists for that purpose, while under STV they would 
probably have found it sufficient to give preference to Flemish 
or French candidates within the larger parties. The two groups 
would have got fair representation within the main party 
structure; they would therefore have been much less likely 
either to feel a sense of injustice or to seek a remedy by setting 
up separate parties. The serious disputes preceding the general 
election of 1968 need not have become a political quarrel if both 
sides could have relied on having their spokesmen in all parties. 

* There is, however, a tendency to draw too sweeping conclusions fronGi too few 
elections. The graph given by Maurice Duverger {Vlr^uince des SysUmes Electaraux 
sur la Vie Politique, p, 58) shows a sharp fall in Liberal representation from 1890 to 
1898, but does not show that 1890 was a peak year which had been preced^ by 
several other wide fluctuations in the number of Liberal members. 
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to Tm Chamber of Representatives, 1898-1971 



1 

1 

1 Catholic 

! 

) 

Liberal 

\ 

i 

j Socialist 

i 

• Com- 
! munist 

1 

1 Flemish 

1 Nation'^ 

i alist 

1 

Rexist 

Others 

1898 

j 112 

I 

i 

27 

1 _ 

1 

1 - 

i 

1 - 

- 1 

1900 

} 86 

34 

31 


— 

- 

■ * 

jgo2 

96 

34 

34 

— 

— 



1904 

93 

42 

29 

— 

— 


2 

1906 

89 

46 

30 

— 

— 

— 

1 

1908 

87 

43 

35 

— 

— 

— 

I 

1910 

86 

44 

35 


— 

— 

1 

1912 

lOI 

44 

39 

— 

— 

— 

2 

1914 

99 

45 

40 

— 

— 

— 

2 

1919* 

75 

33 

89 

— 

7 

— 

2 

1921 

83 

31 

68 

— 

3 

— 

I 

1925 

78 

23 

78 

2 

6 

— 

— 

1929 

76 

28 

70 

I 

11 

— 

— 

1932 

79 

24 

73 

3 

8 

— 

— 

J936 

83 

23 

70 

9 

16 

21 

— 

1939 

73 

33 

84 

9 

17 

4 

2 

1946 

92 

17 

89 

23 

— 

— 

1 

i 949 t 

105 

29 

66 

12 

— 

— 

— 

1950+ 

108 

20 

77 

7 

— 

— 

— 

1954 

98 

25 

86 

4 

I 

— 

— 

1958 

104 

21 

84 

2 

I 

— 

— 

1961 

98 

20 

84 

5 

5 

— 

2 

1965 

77 

48 

64 

6 

12 

— 

5 § 

1968 

89 

47 

59 

5 

20 

— 

I2§ 

1971 

66 

34 

61 

5 

22 

— 

24 § 


* Adult male suffrage and votes for about 8,000 women (e.g. certain war 
widows). Remainders were utilized on a Provincial scale. 

t Women were enfranchised on the same terms as men, and the number 
of seats in the Chamber was raised to 212. 

X Election occasioned by the dispute over King Leopold. 

§ French-speaking parties. 

Changes in government in Belgium have certainly been more 
frequent since 1899 than before, but continuity has been 
greater. Instead of abrupt swings from purely Catholic to purely 
Liberal government or the reverse, there have been modifica¬ 
tions which seldom completely changed the government and 
often amounted to no more than the reshuffles which are so 
common in Britain.^ The Catholics (renamed in 1945 the 

^ The United Kingdom had three changes of foreign secretary within four years 
of the formation of the Labour government in 1964, one of them directly due to the 
electoral system. The original appointee, Patrick Gordon Walker, had to be re¬ 
placed because he lost his seat in Smethwick in the general election and failed to 
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Christian Social Party, PSC) took part in all governments from 
1918 to 1945, the Socialists in all from 1935 to 1950. The purely 
PSC government of 1950-4 was succeeded by a Socialist- 
Liberal coalition; since 1958 the PSC has governed with the 
support of the Socialists or the Liberals. 

Belgian governments by no means present the chaotic picture 
which some critics paint. There have, admittedly, been times of 
serious party deadlock. Because these have been resolved either 
by royal intervention or by government decree, the proportional 
system has been indicted.^ But if such a crisis does arise, in 
which the people’s elected representatives are unable to agree 
on the right course and a more or less arbitrary decision has to 
be taken, it is surely better that this should be done by the 
Crown on behalf of the whole nation, or by a government that 
has come to power vith the backing of a majority of the voters, 
and has to listen to all points of view, rather than by a party 
that holds fortuitous power through an unrepresentative elec¬ 
toral system. 


Belgian Administrations, 1918-72 


Delacroix Nov. 

♦Delacroix Dec. 

Carton de Nov. 

Wiart 

♦Theunis Dec. 

(reconstructed! 
♦Vande Vyvere May 
Poullet June 

Jaspar May 

(reconstructed Jan 
and in 


1918- Dec. 1919 

1919- N0V. 1920 

1920- Dec. 1921 


1921-May 1925 
March 1924) 
-June 1925 

1925- May 1926 

1926- Oct, 1929 
192 7, Nov. 1927, 
1928) 


Jaspar Oct. 1929-June 1931 

(reconstructed May 1931) 

Renkin June 1931-Oct. 1932 

(reconstructed May 1932) 
de Broqueville Oct. 1932-Mar. 1935 
(reconstructed Dec. 1932, Jan. 1934) 
Van Zeeland Mar. 1935-June 1936 


Catholic-Liberal-Socialist 
Catholic-Liberal-Socialist 
Catholic-Liberal- 
Socialist-Non Party 
Catholic-Liberal-Non 
Party 

Catholic-Liberal-Socialist 
Catholic-Liberal-Socialist 
Catholic-Liberal-Socialist 
The Socialists left the Ad¬ 
ministration in Nov. 
1927 

Catholic-Liberal-Non 

Party 

Catholic-Liberal 

Catholic-Liberal-Non 

Party 

Catholic-Liberal-Socialist 


regain one in a by-election. Under PR, Labour would certainly have held two or 
three seats in the Smethwick area, and if public approval of Gordon Walker 
personally was high enough he would have been elected; if public disapproval of 
him was so strong as to prevent this, he could not have become a minister in the 
first place. 

* Hermens, Democracy or Anarchy?, pp. 306-7. 
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’^Van Zeeland June 1936-Nov. 1937 Catholic-Libcral-Socialist 

Janson Nov. i937~May 1938 Catholic-Libcral-Socialist 

Spaak May 1938-Jan. 1939 CathoIic-LiberaLSocialist 

Spaak Jan-Feb. 1939 Catholic-Liberal-Socialist 

♦Pierlot Feb. igsg-Scpt 1944 Catholic-Liberal- 

(returned after the general election Socialist-Non Party 
of April 1939; reconstructed Sept. 
ig^g and continued in office in 
London during the occupation) 

PierJot Sept. 1944-Feb. 1945 All party, including 

Communists, who re- 
dgnedinNov. 1944 

I Van Acker Feb. 1945-Jan. 1946 All party, but the Catho¬ 

lics §resigned in July 

*Spaak March 1946 Socialists and Technicians 

jVan Acker March-July 1946 Liberal-Socialist- 

Communist 

Huysmans Aug. 1946-Mar. 1947 Liberal-Socialist- 

Communist 

Spaak Mar. i947~Aug. 1949 Catholic-Socialist 

(resigned in Nov. 1948, but resumed 
office in that same month) 

*Eyskens Aug. 1949-June 1950 Catholic-Socialist 

♦Duvieusart June-Aug. 1950 Catholic 

PhoHen Aug. 1950-Jan. 1952 Catholic 

Van Houtte Jan. 1952-April 1954 Catholic 

*Van Acker April i954~June 1958 Socialist-Liberal 

♦Eyskens June 1958-Nov. 1958 Catholic 

Eyskens Nov. 1958-Mar. 1961 Catholic-Liberal 

♦Lefevre April 1961-July 1965 Catholic-Socialist 

*Harmel July 1965-Mar. 1966 Catholic-Socialist 

Van Boeynants Mar. 1966-June 1968 Catholic-Liberal 

♦Eyskens June 1968-Nov. 1972 Catholic-Socialist 

* Following a general election, 
t Only the major reconstructions arc noted. 

X Van Acker resigned in January 1946 and following the general election 
of February 1946 there was a peri^ of political crisis during which several 
party leaders attempted to form administrations. M. Spaak succeeded in 
forming one for a few days. 

§ Towards the end of 1945, the Catholic Party was renamed the Christian 
Social Party {Parti Social ChrStien). 

The advantages that proportional representation can bring 
to a country are demonstrated in Belgium. The system has 
succeeded in softening many ethnic antipathies which hindered 
growth of true national unity, and which a majority system was 
making more acute. 
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THE NETHERLANDS 

The Netherlands first adopted a proportional system in 1917 
for elections to the second chamber of the Statcs-Generab and 
to the various piovincial assemblies and local communal coun¬ 
cils. Before that year, the Second Chamber was elected by the 
second ballot in single-member constituencies. For local 
elections, multi-member constituencies were used. From the 
granting of the constitution of 1848 this system encouraged a 
provincial and sectarian conception of politics and prevented 
the emergence of effective national parties. It cannot be claimed 
that the change to a proportional system has eradicated these 
weaknesses from Dutch politics, but it has certainly not accen¬ 
tuated (much less introduced) them. Moreover, it has elimina¬ 
ted one vice of the majority system, namely that of promoting 
within the constituencies alliances based rather on the pursuit 
of immediate electoral advantage than on any real community 
of principle between the parties, and of distorting the repre¬ 
sentation of such alliances. 

In the years immediately following 1848, three principal 
movements competed for the support of a limited electorate: 
the Liberals, the Calvinists and the Catholics; to these were 
added a few Conservatives who represented the more aristo¬ 
cratic element.* The problem of whether the Netherlands 
should be a secular State or not (on this. Liberals were opposed 
to the two denominational movements) and, in addition, a 
doctrinal issue between the Calvinists and the Catholics, became 
the preoccupations on which the Dutch parties were to concen¬ 
trate, often to tlie exclusion of more important questions. 
Under the majority system then in force, there was inaccurate 
representation of the opinions of the electorate, and also weak 
government. The Liberals could sometimes muster an absolute 
majority in the second chamber; when they failed to command 
this, the alternative was an ineffective and uneasy coalition 


^ The national legislature, the States-General, comprises two chambers. The 
first is chosen by Colleges of the Provincial States ; the second (and more important) 
is directly elected for four years by universal adult suffrage. 

* These groups could hardly be called parties in the modern sense of the word 
until later in the century. In 1878 the Anti-Revolutionary Party (Calvinist) was 
formed; in 1884, the Liberal Union; in 1889, the Social-Democratic League, and 
in 1896, the Catholic Party. 
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of the two confessional groups, supported by the Conserva¬ 
tives. 

The religious question which divided the parties was compli¬ 
cated ia the later decades of the century hy the political 
demands of the unenfranchised working classes whose interests 
were represented by none of the traditional groups. Under the 
impact of these demands the existing parties began to lose their 
cohesion and to break up into various factions. As early as 1878, 
the impossibility of constituting a party administration led to 
the formation of a non-party ministry. 

The new constitution of 1887 extended the franchise and 
increased the number of members in the Chamber, but left the 
method of election untouched. The religious problem, chiefly in 
the guise of denominational versus secular education, and the 
demand for a still wider franchise, remained two of the chief 
party issues. To safeguard denominational schools, an alliance 
was forged between the Anti-Revolutionaries (Calvinists) and 
the Catholics. But the former group, by democratizing its 
platform, antagonized its right wing, which formed a new 
party, the Christian Historicals. In 1896, a further electoral 
law doubled the electorate, which however, still remained 
restricted in comparison with that of other democracies. During 
the following years, the number of parties increased further by 
the disintegration of the Liberals and the rise of the Socialists 
and (far less marked) of the Communists. The insistence of the 
parties on a sectarian approach to religious, franchise or econ¬ 
omic issues again necessitated a resort to an extra-parliamentary 
and non-party ministry. In a further revision of the constitution 
in 1917, manhood suffrage at the age of 25' was conceded by the 
parties of the Right in return for equal treatment for religious 
endowed schools, and proportional representation was intro¬ 
duced. 

The majority system employed until 1917 had failed to 
restrict the number of parties. The introduction of proportional 
representation at first somewhat accentuated the tendency of 
Dutch political groups to break up into splinter parties, for 
there was a continued emphasis by Dutch politicians on doc¬ 
trinal issues and on academic differences of opinion on social 
and economic problems. However, for the most part, represen- 

* The franchise was extended to women in 192a, and the voting age was lowered 
to 23 in I945> *0 21 in 1966. Voting is compulsory. 
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tation in the legislature continued to be monopolized by the 
half-dozen existing parties. After 1945, the number of small 
parties that had succeeded in securing one or two representa¬ 
tives diminished considerably. As has been observed elsewhere, 
when a group ceases to have an adequate raison d’itre it is not 
perpetuated by the proportional system. Thus, in 1918, in the 
first proportional election, eight small groups obtained repre¬ 
sentation, but by 1952 the number had dropped to two.^ 

There has since been a rise in the number of parties and in 
1967 24 of them, 16 appearing for the first time, contested the 
election, eleven winning some representation.® This reflected 
dissatisfaction with various aspects of existing institutions, 
including the monarchy, and was doubtless connected with the 
lowering of the voting age. Notable among the new parties was 
D.66 (D for Democracy), which won seven seats. This party 
included in its programme a demand for a change to the British 
system of election, being at the time unaware of the absence of 
evidence that this would be likely to achieve the object of 
reducing the number of parties. Nothing more has been heard 
of this proposal. There clearly is a wide-spread desire for a re¬ 
alignment of the Dutch parties, with declining support for the 
confessional parties, and a healthy readiness to admit that even 
the most extreme of them have some good ideas; a change to 
the single transferable vole would enable opinions on what are 
now felt to be the most important questions to find expression 
through a smaller number of parties. 

The table on p. 206 shows the development of the Dutch 
parties between 1913 and 1972. 

By placing less emphasis on party divisions, the single trans¬ 
ferable vote would probably also reduce the delay in forming a 
government which has often been caused by the tendency of 
groups to haggle over portfolios. Once formed, however, govern¬ 
ments have usually been long-lived, being the outcome of a 
genuine attempt to find common ground. Proportional repre- 


* The particular form of proportional representation chosen was one offering 
great encouragement to very small parties. Although voting takes place in eighteen 
districts, the lists of candidates nominated in those districts can, and usually do, 
declare themselves to be part of a national party list, and seats are then allocated 
on the basis of their national total. The law has undergone minor modifications to 
the disadvantage of the small parties (see Braunias, Das Parlarnentarische Wahlrecht, 
Vol. ii, p. 251). 

* The British general election of 1966 was contested by 29 parties, the Dutch 
‘unmarrieds* finding a parallel in the National Independent Teenage Party. 
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•enlarion prcv™,«| the acrimony that would have arisen 
Uad any of the groups felt themselves to be unjustly treated, and 
has promoted a more co-operative spirit. Thus, for example, the 
Social Democrats, while disagreeing with the more conservative 
groups on some points, ha\'e found enough common 
ground with them to participate in the government. 


Elections TO THE Dutch Second Chamber, 1913-72 



Cath¬ 

olics 

1 Anti- 
Rev, 

1 

I Christ. 
Hist. 

Lib¬ 

erals* 

Lib. 

Dem. 

1 Social 

1 Dem.^ 

Comm. 

Others 

1 

No. of 
parties 

1913 

24 

11 

9 

32 

7 

15 

2 

2 

\ 

10 

1918 

30 

13 

7 

10 

5 

22 

2 

12 

15 

1922 

32 

16 

11 

10 

5 

20 

2 

3 

10 

1925 

30 

13 

11 

9 

7 

24 

I 

I 

11 

1929 

30 

12 

11 

9 

7 

24 

2 

2 

12 

1933 

28 

14 

10 

7 

6 

22 

4 

9 

14 

1937 

3^ 

17 

8 

4 

6 

23 

3 

8 

10 

1946 

32 

13 

8 1 

6 

— 

29 

10 

1 2 

7 

1948 

32 

13 

9 

8 

— 

27 

! 8 

3 

8 

1952 

30 

12 

9 

9 

— 

30 

6 

4 

8 

1956 

33 

10 

8 

9 

— 

34 

4 

2 

7 

1959 

49 

14 

12 

19 

— 

48 

3 

5 

8 

1963 

50 

13 

13 

16 

— 

43 

4 

II 

9 

1967 

42 

15 

12 

^7 

— 

37 

5 

22 j 

II 

1971 

35 

^3 

10 

16 ' 

— 

1 39 

i ^ 

31 

H 

1972 

27 

H 

7 

22 


43 

7 

30 

14 


♦ This party included two groups in 1913 and igi8. In 1946, the bulk of 
the Liberis formed the present People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy, 
while a left-wing section combined with the Social Democrats to form the 
Labour Party. t Labour Party—see preceding note. 


Dutch Administrations, 191 
RuysdcBcerenbrouck Sept. 1918-Sept. 1922 
„ Sept. 1922-Aug. 1925 

Colijn Aug. 1925-Mar. 1926 

de Geer Mar. 1926-Aug. 1929 

RuysdeBeerenbrouck Aug. 1929-May 1933 
Colijn May 1933-May 1935 

July 3935-May 1937 
July 1937-July 1939 
July 1939-Aug. 1939 
de Geer Aug. 1939-Sept. 1940 


8-72 

Catholic, Anti-Rev. 


Extra-Parliamentary. 

undcra Christ. Hist., 
Catholic, Anti-Rev. 
‘NationaP, composed 
of Cons, groups 


Catholic, Anti-Rev., 
Labour, non-party 
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Gerbrandy Sept. i94(>-June 1945 National 

(reconstructed several times whilst in 
exile in London) 

June 1945-June 1946 National 
June 1946-July 1948 Catholic, Labour 
July 194'S ;an. 1951* Labour, Catholic, 

Christ. Hist. 
Liberal 

Mar. 1951 -June 1952 „ 

Sept. 1952-Jan. 1959 

Jan. 1959-May 1959 Catholic, Anti^Rev., 

Christ. Hist. 

May 1959-May 1963 Cath., Christ. Hist., 

Anti-Rev., Lab. 

July 1963-April 1965 
Apr. 1965-Mar. 1967 Gath., Lab., Anti- 

Rev. 

Mar. 1967-Apr. 1971 „ 

July i97i-Nov. 1972 Anti-Rev., Cath., 

Lib. Christ. Hist., 
D70. 

* Dr. Drees resigned, and a crisis lasting some fifty days ensued before he 
again took office. 


Schermerhorn 
Beel 
Drees 


Beel (caretaker gvt.) 

de Quay 

Marijnen 

Cals 

de Jong 
Biesheuvel 


ISRAEL 

Proportional representation elections took place during the 
Palestine Mandate, and the same system has been continued in 
the new State of Israel. It is a rigid party list system in which 
the whole country is treated as one constituency. 

This gives the maximum encouragement to small parties, 
which in any case are likely to be numerous in a new country 
with a large immigrant population drawn from widely differing 
lands. Nevertheless, at least three-quarters of the votes have 
always been shared among not more than five parties and 
extreme groups have had very little success. No single party has 
yet secured a clear majority of the votes, and the desire for a 
clear majority of seats in spite of that led Mr. Ben Gurion to 
campaign unsuccessfully for a change to the British system of 
election. Coalition governments have been formed and have 
functioned without serious difficulty, and foreign press com¬ 
ments on the 1965 election in Israel include: ‘Stability en 
Israel ’—Le Monde', ‘The extraordinary stability of Israel 
politics’— Guardian, and ‘It is remarkable that in this young 
country, whose citizens come from a hundred different other 
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countries, so much political consistency should be maintained’— 

The Times. 

The rigid party list system does, however, show its disadvan¬ 
tages compared with the single transferable vote. The list of 
parties contesting the 1965 election includes three described as 
‘an Arab party associated with Mapai’; if Mapai supporters 
were free to choose among Jewish and Arab candidates with 
different interests, these separate parties would be unnecessary 
and less attention would be drawn to the differences between 
Jew and Arab. A particularly clear case of the difference be¬ 
tween STV and the rigid party list system occurred when Mr. 
Ben Gurion broke away from the Mapai party which he for¬ 
merly led; his supporters got their fair share of seats, but only at 
the cost of forming a separate party. Under STV he could have 
put his case to the electors without leaving his party, and the 
electors could have voted for Mapai while putting first either 
Ben Gurion candidates or Eshkol candidates as they preferred. 
(For 1965 result see Appendix II, p. 281.) 

In all the foregoing countries, proportional representation is 
associated with stable and generally satisfactory government; 
its alleged evil effects in this respect are completely absent. We 
now come to four countries—Germany, Italy, Greece, and 
France—which are likely to be cited as instances of a contrary 
character. 

GERMANY 

Representative institutions had existed in Germany for nearly 
fifty years before 1918, and a party system had been built up, 
but the real power resided elsewhere. Bismarck bequeathed as 
his political legacy a nation untrained in self-government, 
which remained accustomed to having its affairs directed by 
outstanding statesmen and a strong executive despite the fact 
that it possessed the semblance of representative institutions. 
The electorate and their representatives were not allowed the 
experience of self-government needed to train them in political 
wisdom. 

Excluded from any true responsibility, the parties tended to 
become, not so much national movements, but pressure groups 
for the rival regional, sectional and confessional elements which 
were rooted in German history and character. Any union be- 
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tween them was based upon a bargaining {KuAharukl) which 
sought to attain limited and selfish objectives. 

The electoral system of the country abetted this emphasis on 
narrow sectarian issues. The Reichstag was chosen from single¬ 
member constituencies by the second ballot.^ This gave oppor¬ 
tunity for discreditable electoral bargaining, and often increased 
the disproportion between the votes cast and the seats won. For 
example, in 1907, the Social Democrats secured 28-9 per cent 
of the votes cast and were leading in 73 constituencies, or 18-4 
per cent of the whole—that is to say, under the first-past-the- 
post system they would have had 18-4 per cent of the seats. But 
combinations of other parties against them on the second ballot 
reduced this already too low proportion of seats by nearly half, 
to 10-8 per cent.® 

The same patterri of party politics reappeared after 1918 
under the proportional system adopted by the Weimar Repub¬ 
lic, and it must be emphasized that this was the old pattern, not 
a new one called into being by proportional representation.® 
Although the particular form of proportional representation 
adopted offered the maximum encouragement to small groups,^ 
the number of parties in the Reichstag under the system never 
exceeded the number in 1912, even if we subtract from the 
latter the purely local parties that disappeared automatically 
with the provinces Germany lost in 1918.® As early as 1896 the 
Reichstag was ‘subdivided to an astonishing degree,’® contain¬ 
ing 15 parties, no one of them with as much as one-quarter of 
the seats, and by 1912 the number of parties had risen to 21. 
Those parties were no more co-operative before 1918 than after¬ 
wards, and according to Lowell’ ‘the worst feature of the existing 
(1896) condition of politics is the constant diminution of the 
moderate elements’. 

This situation, however, was more dangerous under the 

' If no one candidate had a clear majority on the first ballot, the second ballot 
took place between the two leading candidates only. 

* J. H. Humphreys, Proportional Representation^ p. 291. 

® Hermens and others who contend that proportional representation causes a 
multiplication of parties support this contention by quoting German statistics 
beginning in 1919. This is misleading if no figures for earlier years are given for 
comparison. 

* Any party polling 60,000 votes over the entire country obtained one seat. 

® By the time Hitler seized power ‘there was a general tendency for a concentra¬ 
tion of parties, and the possibility of only four or even three parties emerging was 
great*. Erich Roll, Spotlight on Germany, Faber & Faber, 1933, P- 249. 

* A. L. Lowell, Governments and Parties in Continental Europe, Vol. ii, p. 42. 

’ Ibid., p. 43. 
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Republic than it had been before. The Imperial regime did give 
GeTmany a certain unity; the numerous groups pursuing 
opportunist policies for their own benefit might be ineffectual 
and often irresponsible, but they were allowed merely the 
shadow of power; its substance resided in a strong monarchy 
and efficient executive. With the disappearance of the Kaiser, 
these politically ill-educated parties were called upon to pro¬ 
vide a government. Moreover, they were handicapped by the 
association of the Republic with defeat, they were faced with 
acute economic difficulties, and the Weimar regime (unlike 
that of the Empire) was constantly threatened by the campaign 
of certain elements whose avowed intention was to destroy it. 

Between 1919 and 1932, no coalition of the Right or of the 
Left could achieve a majority. In such circumstances the Centre 
held the balance of power. But, owing to the differing and 
narrow aims (principally economic and social) of its component 
parts, this Centre group could never formulate a continuous 
policy nor one that would permit it to ally itself for long with 
the Right or with the Left. Some homogeneity was, however, 
introduced by a common religious attitude, and provided a 
stability which prevented its members from drifting to the Right 
or to the Left in sufficient numbers to enable either of those 
groups to form a stable administration. Thus, under Weimar, 
the Centre was the maker and breaker of cabinets. It was repre¬ 
sented in 17 out of the 20 administrations of the regime, and its 
erratic policy largely contributed to their downfall. 

A further cause of the instability of the Republic’s govern¬ 
ments was the clash between centralism and federalism. The life 
of the national government depended not only upon a stable 
coalition within the Reichstag, but also on the character of the 
seventeen local assemblies of the Lander (the largest of which 
represented about 63 per cent of the German population). 
Party politics within the Lander tended to take on an independ¬ 
ent local pattern, which resulted in numerous and sharp dis¬ 
agreements between them and the Reich Government, and 
often placed the central authority in jeopardy.^ 

Such were some of the broad factors that led to instability, to 
the failure of the attempt at democratic government, and con¬ 
sequently to dictatorship. To attribute this dictatorship to the 

^ In theory the law of the Reich was supreme, but the lack of adequate police 
and other machinery often made its enforcement impossible. 
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♦ Parties in alliance. 
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operation of the electoral system is an oversimplification of the 
T\\e 'Weimar system proved incapable of solving Ger¬ 
many's numerous difficulties for other reasons, and by 1932 the 
Reichstag elections showed that a majority of the electorate 
(that is, Communist and National Socialist voters taken to¬ 
gether) desired its overthrow. Those electors, disillusioned by 
the experiment in democracy, were prepared to turn to any 
element which seemed to offer economic salvation and national 
rehabilitation. It is alleged that proportional representation led 
to the triumph of the Nazi Party by enabling it to win seats 
while it still represented only a small minority of the electors, 
but winning of a few seats in its first three elections was not a 
major factor. By 1930, the German elector was in a mood to 
follow any party showing ruthless determination to give Ger¬ 
many ‘a place in the sun’, whether or not that party already 
had some members in the Reichstag. Once public opinion had 
turned to the Nazis, an election under a majority system would 
have resulted in a landslide in their favour.* Under proportional 
representation, the party never won a majority in the Reichstag 
in a free election. 

The impression that splinter parties were created by propor¬ 
tional representation is fairly widespread within Germany it¬ 
self, and the system has been opposed also on the ground of its 
impersonality (there was no provision for choice between candi¬ 
dates within the list). Hence, when the country made a fresh 
start after 1945, the electoral system of the Weimar Republic 
was changed. Local elections were held while Germany was 
still being administered by the Occupying Powers. In the 
American and French Zones, these elections were under the old 
Weimar system, but in the British Zone a compromise between 
this and the first-past-the-post system was adopted, under the 
impression that a large element of personal choice would 
thereby be introduced.® This mixed system, with minor modifi¬ 
cations, is now used for elections in all Western Germany. In 
its present form, the elector casts one vote exactly as in the 
United Kingdom and a second vote for a party list. The total 
number of seats to which a party is entitled is determined by 

1 Under almost exactly the same system, operating over the same period between 
the wars, Czechoslovakia was the most stable and successful democracy in Eastern 
Europe. 

* Goering’s evidence in his trial for war crimes was that under the British system 
the Nazis would have won cvciy seat in the 1933 election. ^ p 
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these second votes, but a party does not share in that distribu¬ 
tion of seats unless it has secured at least three seats by first 
votes or at least 5 per cent of the second votes. The largest 
parties are therefore slightly over-represented. 

This handicap deliberately imposed on small parties has 
assisted a development which had begun already under the 
Weimar Republic;^ votes are increasingly concentrated on a 
few major parties. None of these, however, has yet achieved the 
support of a clear majority of the voters, and all governments 
have been coalitions. For a long time these were dominated by 
the personality of the Christian Democrat leader, Dr. Adenauer. 
After his retirement, the Social Democrats were disappointed in 
their hopes of becoming the ruling party, but entered into a 
coalition with the CDU; after the 1969 election they achieved 
power in coalition with the FDP, and this coalition was given 
a decided vote of confidence by the electors in the 1972 election. 
The neo-Nazi NPD had some success in Land elections, giving 
rise to anxiety concerning its possible performance in the 
Bundestag election of 1969, but it failed to win any seals in this, 
and in 1972 suffered a further sharp decline, votes for the two 
extremes, NPD and Communist together, barely reaching i 
per cent. 

The rise of the NPD, added to the desire of each of the large 
parties to have all its own way, has led to pressure for the adop¬ 
tion of the British electoral system as a means of giving one 
party a clear majority of seats although not backed by a clear 
majority of the voters. However, apart from the uncertainty of 
such a result, and objections on the ground of injustice, many 
Germans have realized that a majority system of election would 
involve dangers to national unity. That the English county of 
Durham is represented solely by Labour MPs and Surrey solely 
by Conservatives does not present a serious threat to the long- 
united kingdom, but in the young democracy of Federal Ger¬ 
many it would be dangerous to have the agricultural and the 
industrial Lander represented respectively by Christian Demo¬ 
crats and Social Democrats and seeming to have nothing in 
common.® It would also be a loss to the Bundestag if there were 
no CDU deputies with experience of industrial conditions and 
no SPD deputies with first-hand knowledge of agriculture. 

^ See Erich Roll, Spotlight on Gtrmanyy Faber & Faber, 1933, p. 249. 

‘ Compare Belgium, p. 197. 
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ITALY 

For nearly all the time from her creation as an independent 
state to 1919, Italy elected her Chamber of Deputies by the 
second ballot in single-member constituencies. An exception 
was the period from 1882 to 1891, when the constituencies each 
elected two to four members by the block vote or five members 
by the limited vote (four votes for each elector). In 1919 the 
country adopted party list proportional representation, and, as 
in the case of Germany, it has been alleged that this contributed 
to the later rise of a dictatorship. The roots of Fascism, however, 
existed already, and were nourished by the political circum¬ 
stances in Italy under the older electoral systems. 

Following the establishment of the kingdom of Italy, the 
parties of the Right enjoyed a period of some fourteen years as 
the government until 1876. In the last years of the century, 
power passed to the Left, to a group of politicians possessing 
little homogeneity or capacity for effective rule and disinterested 
service. This situation persisted up to the First World War. 
Thus, true parliamentary government had never become an 
integral part of the national life; it even acquired discredit in 
the eyes of the electorate. Parties were to a great extent mere 
personal factions, and a conservative estimate of their number 
in 1913 was ten. Italy was ruled by ‘coalition governments with 
weak and inconsistent programmes propped by the bought 
support of groups’.^ The political experience of Italy (like that 
of Germany) under majority systems of election before 1919 
demonstrated that these methods do not necessarily divide 
parliamentary representation into two homogeneous bodies of 
opinion, and certainly do not do so within a country that is still 
politically immature. In Italy, these majority systems resulted in 
a tendency to elect a Deputy for his local influence rather than 
for his political opinions, and the elected Deputy, having no 
fixed political allegiance, bartered his vote with the administra¬ 
tion. 

It was in these political circumstances that proportional rep¬ 
resentation was introduced in 1919. Elections under it were held 
in 1919 and 1921. There was no substantial increase in the 
number of parties on the introduction of proportional repre- 

* Bolton King and Thomas Okey, Italy Today, Nisbet, 1901, p. 20. 
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sentation. There was a distinct tendency for the parties to 
become, instead of personal factions, real political groups with 
national programmes; far from preventing the emergence of 
stable groups, the new system promoted them.* 

The Socialists, who had been gradually gaining in strength, 
won about one-third of the seats in the new chamber in 1919, 
and formed the most effective opposition to the dominant 
Liberal group; close behind them came a new group, with 
clerical and peasant associations, the Popular party. The 
Catholics for the first time took part in the election as a party. 
These new elements were not disposed to acquiesce in the mani¬ 
pulations practised by the older political leaders, but, partly 
owing to their political immaturity, they proved unequal to the 
task of finding a satisfactory solution to the country’s problems. 
The Socialists refused to collaborate in government, and pro¬ 
moted (with the use of force) industrial unrest which the govern¬ 
ment did little to check. This, with other factors, inspired the 
rise of nationalist groups which in their turn resorted to vio¬ 
lence.® In the 1921 election, these elements, which included 
Mussolini’s Fascists, secured 45 seats, won from the Socialists 
largely as a reaction from the latter’s unconstitutional methods. 
The formulation of a party programme promising Italy far- 
reaching reforms was enough in the existing circumstances to 
set Fascism on the road to success. 

The rise of Fascism was assisted by the ineffective policies and 
dissensions amongst other groups. By 1922, Mussolini was able 
to form a cabinet, based on a coalition of four parties. He intro¬ 
duced a new electoral law under which the country was divided 
into fifteen constituencies, and each party submitted national 
lists of candidates. The party with the largest poll was entitled 
to two-thirds of the seats (356), while the remaining seats were 
divided proportionally among the other parties. As it turned 
out, the ‘premium’ for the largest party was not needed to 

^ See the majority and minority reports of the Italian Parliamentary Committee 
on the electoral law, 1923. 

* Too many Italians, unfortunately, had yet to learn the lesson that ‘in a self- 
governing people, all parties are responsible for tlie maintenance of government; 
... a party that refuses all share of responsibility for the maintenance of government 
may render a great disservice to the country. For Parliamentary government im¬ 
plies government as well as loyalty to Parliament. Parliamentary parties who 
refuse to assist in permitting the wishes of the majority to have effect, are in revolt 
against Parliamentary government itself; in the resulting chaos Parliamentary 
government may disappear’. See John H. Humphreys, Representation, August 1923, 
pp. 19, 20. 
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secure a Fascist victory; they polled not far short of two-thirds 
of the votes, and the end of the first experiment in Italian 
democracy was at hand. 

With the restoration of parliamentary government in Italy 
after 1945, a proportional system was again adopted, for the 
election first of a constituent assembly and later of the two 
Chambers that were created.^ Of the 556 seats in the constituent 
assembly, 426 were shared among the three largest parties 
(Christian Democrat, Socialist and Communist), and those par¬ 
ties, with the addition of two Republicans and one Liberal, 
formed the government under Signor de Gasperi (Christian 
Democrat) as Prime Minister. This government led a precarious 
existence in the face of economic difficulties, but dc Gasperi 
remained in power until his resignation as a result of the election 
in 1953. 

Ten parties obtained some representation in the Chamber; 
thus, following this second introduction of proportional repre¬ 
sentation, there has again been no increase in the number of 
parties represented. A fear that the system would breed splinter 
parties (the usual bogey of opponents of proportional repre¬ 
sentation) has proved unjustified; on the contrary, there has 
actually been in the Italian parliament a consolidation, tending 
to produce only three main parties. This effect might have been 
more marked if the new system introduced had been the single 
transferable vote. 

This also would have removed one ground for the demands 
arising a little later for a departure from proportional repre¬ 
sentation. One motive for changing the electoral law was the 
desire that all non-Communist parties should be able to pool 
their strength; under the single transferable vote they could have 
done this to any extent that the voters wished. The new law, 
passed in 1953 in the teeth of most bitter opposition, not only 
provided for apparentement but awarded two-thirds of the total 
seats to any party or alliance polling, over the whole country, 
more than half the votes. In the event, this weakened the 
government coalition, for public resentment against the elec¬ 
toral law contributed to a fall in the government poll to o-2 per 
cent below the required half. The law was soon repealed. 

^ In the Senate, 236 members were elected; 107 others sat of right as ex-Premiers, 
cx-Presidents of the Chamber, or ex-Deputies who had spent more than five years 
in prison under Fascism. 
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Italy differs from the other countries so far considered in 
having a large Communist party, which has not been included in 
any of the government coalitions. The other parties have some¬ 
times had difficulty in agreeing on a government that would com¬ 
mand a majority, but they have eventually agreed on a common 
programme and the resulting governments have been stable. 
The difficulties might have been less if the system had been such 
as to allow the voters to show more clearly what kind of coalition 
(if any) they preferred and which policies they wished to have 
priority. 


GREECE 

Greece has never had settled political conditions at any time 
since her first constitution was granted in 1843. Geographical 
factors militate against the unification of the country and impede 
the growth of great national parties such as we know in Britain. 
There have been five new or revised constitutions (1863, 1911, 
1926, 1935 and 1968), the fourth of which was suspended under 
the Metaxas dictatorship and restored in 1944, and there has 
been a dictatorship of the ‘colonels’ since their coup in 1967. The 
Crown has frequently been the subject of dispute, and Greece 
was a republic from 1924 to 1935. The electoral systen has been 
changed many times, but no form of proportional representation 
was used until 1926; before that date, majority systems were in 
force, election being generally by the block vote in large con¬ 
stituencies. The system in force at the time of the colonels’ coup 
in 1967 was basically proportional but somewhat weighted in 
favour of the larger parties—seats were first allocated to the 
party lists by Droop quota; remainders were then used to give 
extra seats to single parties with 15 per cent or more of the votes 
over the whole country, to alliances of two parties with 25 per 
cent or more, and to alliances of three or more parties with at 
least 30 per cent of the votes. 

The following table shows changes in administration since 

1919: 


Tear 

Election 

Prime Minister {or dictator) 

1919 

majority 

Gounaris 

1920 

>> 

1921 


>> 

1922 


♦ Protopapadakis 

1923 

majority 

Venizelos 
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Year 

Election 

Prime Minister {or dictator) 

1924 


Papanastasiou 

Sophoulis 

Michalakopoulos 

1923 


*Pangalos 

1926 


*Kondylis 

proportional 

Zaimis 

1927 


55 

1928 

majority 

Venizelos 

1929 


55 

1930 


55 

1931 


55 

^ 93 ^ 


Papanastasiou 


proportional 

Venizelos 

1933 

majority 

Tsaldaris 

»934 

majority 

55 

i 935 

55 

^Demertzis 

1936 

proportional 

55 

* Metaxas 

1946 

proportional 

Maximos 

1947 


Sofoulis 

‘950 

proportional 

Venizelos 

1951 

weighted in 
favour of large 
parties 


1952 

block vote 

Papagos 

1956 

mixed system 

Karamanlis 

1958 

slightly 



weighted system 

55 

1961 


55 

1963 

>> 

Papandreou 

1964 

55 

55 

1965 


Stephanopoulos 

1967 


Papadopaulos dictator- 


ship 


* Assumed power as the result of a coup d'itat. Metaxas became Prime 
Minister constitutionally on the death of Demertzis, but made himself 
dictator and dissolved Parliament four months later. 

It will be seen from the table that the instability of Greek 
governments certainly cannot be attributed to proportional 
representation. Changes in administration, brought about either 
by constitutional or by unconstitutional action, have been 
frequent under the majority system.^ When a government with 
great strength in parliament has emerged from an election 

' Sec for example Braunias, Das Parlamentamche Wahlrechty VoL i, p. 194. 
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under a majority system, it has not always been to the advantage 
of the country; the 1920 election was followed by a disastrous 
war, which was denounced by the Opposition as well as by 
Greece’s allies and therefore might have been averted if the 
Opposition had had its just representation of about half the 
seats. On the other hand, the absence of a parliamentary 
majority for any one party has not always meant weak govern¬ 
ment; the coalition government following the 1926 election 
instituted reforms which probably no one party could have 
carried through alone.* It should also be noted that three govern¬ 
ments of one party with a clear majority have resulted from a 
clear majority of the votes under a proportional or a slightly 
weighted system—in 1946 (Populist), 1958 (National Radical 
Union) and 1964 (Centre Union). Whther these majorities were 
all honestly obtained is another matter—there have been 
frequent allegations of ballot rigging. If there is any truth in these 
allegations, the effects would have been much worse under a 
majority system, since the falsification of a relatively small 
number of votes can then produce large alterations in the result. 

The great need of Greece is for the development of a much 
greater capacity for co-operation among her politicians. Pro¬ 
portional representation, by preventing a large parliamentary 
majority for one party, did force upon the parties some attempt 
at co-operation; that attempt would have had a better chance 
of success if the particular system chosen had been one less 
dependent on the division of candidates into party lists. With 
the single transferable vote, some of those parties that appeared 
as separate entities might have found sufficient expression as 
wings of one larger party, and the voters could have given 
expression to the elements of agreement that exist between one 
party and another. 


FRANCE 

Contrary to a widespread belief, France has never at any 
time elected her parliament by any proportional system except 
in 1945 and 1946. Confusion on this point arises partly from the 
repeated use of the second ballot, which many erroneously 
imagine to be a method of obtaining proportional results,® and 

^ Sec A. W. Gomme, Greece (OUP, 1945), P* S. Forster, A Short History 

of Modem Greece, Methuen, 2nd edn., 1946, p. 164. 

• Sec for example Hermens, Democrcuy or Anarchy?, p. 143. 
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partly from a system introduced in 1919, in which some of the 
seats were filled by a proportional method. 

Under the Third Republic there was controversy over the 
merits of single- or multi-member constituencies as such, apart 
from the voting system applied within them. The single-member 
constituency {scrutin d’arrondissement) is claimed by its supporters 
to give the elector a greater hold on his representative, establish¬ 
ing a more intimate relationship between the parliament and the 
electorate. This is held to provide a bulwark against any possible 
coup d'etat, a danger to which the country was particularly ex¬ 
posed in the years immediately following the creation of the 
Third Republic. Moreover, in the Chamber itself, deputies 
tended to unite into small groups, a factor that militated against 
rule by large blocs or the exploiting of such blocs by an individual. 
Thus, the fear of Royalism in 1875, and of Boulangism in 1889, 
inspired the reintroduction of single-member constituencies. On 
the other hand, the single-member system is alleged to be more 
corrupt than a system of multi-member constituencies {scrutin de 
liste), inducing in deputies a parish-pump mentality and undue 
sensitiveness to pressure from local interests, and also tending to 
produce instability of government. Supporters of the large 
constituency hold that it leads a deputy to take a wider view of 
his responsibilities, and produces combinations of groups with 
broader interests, stimulates the formulation of national policies 
and gives the elected body a more national character. 

Throughout most of its existence, the French Republic has 
used one or other of two systems, each with minor variations: 
{a) single-member constituencies with the second ballot;^ {b) a 
majority system in multi-member constituencies (usually coin¬ 
ciding with Departments), with or without a second ballot. The 
electoral law alternated between the one system and the other 
no less than eight times between 1831 and 1919, the former 
system predominating. 

During the early years of this century, the Socialists in par¬ 
ticular, and the smaller groups of the Right and Centre, began 
to agitate for proportional representation. JeanJaures charac- 

^ There has usually been no restriction on the number of candidates in the second 
ballot but under the present law it is restricted to candidates supported by at least 
10 per cent of the electorate on the first ballot. As a rule the le^er in this second 
ballot has been declared elected even if lacking a clear majority; the 1831 law, 
however, provided that in the latter circumstances a third ballot should 1^ held 
between the two leading candidates only. 
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terized the majority systems as ‘une acte de defiance envers le 
suffrage universel’, and the success of a proportional system in 
neighbouring Belgium stimulated the movement for its intro¬ 
duction into France. As in many other countries the post-war 
atmosphere of 1919 was favourable to a change. However, the 
advocates of proportional representation, in their readiness to 
compromise with the advocates of a majority system, made con¬ 
cessions that quite destroyed the proportional character of the 
system.^ The most important of these was the provision that if, 
in any one constituency, any one party or alliance of parties 
secured an absolute majority of the votes, that party or alliance 
took all the seats in the constituency, whether any other party 
had secured a quota or not. This alone would suffice to make a 
proportional result very unlikely, but in addition the law gave 
scope for party manoeuvres, especially for the combination of 
party lists in such a way as to make sure that one such combined 
list would poll at least 51 per cent of the votes. In 1919, the 
parties of the Right were the most successful in forming such 
combinations, while in 1924 it was the parties of the Left which 
profited; hence, the ‘swing of the pendulum’ between those two 
elections was greatly exaggerated. 

This system was abandoned after the 1924 election, and 
France reverted to the second ballot in single-member constitu¬ 
encies, which continued to be used up to the war. In October 
1945, a real proportional system was applied to the election of 
the first Constituent Assembly, This was a pure party list 
system, with no panachage or preferential voting; seats were 
allotted according to the d’Hondt rule.* The system was applied 
without substantial alteration to the election of the second 
Constituent Assembly in June 1946, and of the National Assembly 
(formerly the Chamber of Deputies) in the following November. 
It was criticized in various quarters for several reasons. The 
impersonality of the voting was widely disliked, and some con¬ 
cession to this dislike was made in the third election, voters being 
allowed to express a preference for a particular candidate within 
the party list. In practice, however, this was quite valueless, for 
such a preference became effective only if expressed by more 
than half of the voters supporting that party,® Very few voters 


^ See Elections Ugislatives du 16 novembre, igtg, by Georges Lachapelle, pp. 9 ff. 
“ See p. 95. 

® An effective choice between candidates was introduced in local elections. 
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did express a preference. The Socialists wished also to introduce 
panachage, but this was opposed by the Communists and the 
Mouvement Republican Populaire (MRP, or Christian Socialists), 
who saw in it a danger of their ‘fringe’ voters being seduced, and 
it was never adopted. A different objection came from the smaller 
parties, in particular the Radicals, who wanted the unused votes 
in each constituency to be utilized on a national scale. The 
d’Hondt rule does slightly favour the larger parties,^ and it was 
true that in a number of constituencies the Radicals fell a little 
short of the quota, which caused them to win fewer than their 
proportional share of seats. In the election of June 1946, the 
average numbers of votes needed to obtain one seat were as 
follows; 


Communists 

36,000 

MRP 

35,000 

Socialists 

36,000 

Parties of the Right 

41,000 

Radicals 

59,000 


The differences in these figures are much smaller than those 
commonly found under majority systems, but the handicap 
happened to operate against the very party (the Radicals) that, 
under the second ballot, had been over-represented owing to 
the concentration of its strength in certain districts where it was 
sure of a majority.® The Radicals, therefore, failing to secure 
national utilization of remainders, pressed for a return to the 
second "ballot. 

A further objection was that the new system did not permit 
two parties to combine forces against a third, as they used to do 
on the second ballot. As the time approached for the election of 
the second National Assembly in 1951, the moderate parties 
who formed the government became more and more anxious 
that they should be able to combine against their opponents, 
and, moreover, that those opponents’ representation should be 
reduced as far as possible. There was fear of, on the one hand, 
the Communists, and, on the other. General de Gaulle’s Ras- 
semblement du Peuple Franfais (RPF), which had taken shape as a 
party since the previous election. A prolonged dispute followed, 
which from the first was unlikely to end in any reasonable solu¬ 
tion because each party seemed mainly concerned with devising 
an electorfil system that would give it as many seats as possible 

^ Sec p. 97. * Compare p. 30. 
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and its opponents as lew as possible. Alter several abortive 
attempts, there was finally adopted, just in time to permit elec¬ 
tions injune 1951, an electoral law bearing a strong resemblance 
to that of 1919. Parties presenting separate lists of candidates 
were allowed to declare that they wished the votes cast for those 
lists to be pooled (in any ont- constituency) for purposes of 
calculating the allotment of seals. In addition to this, the method 
of voting over the greater part of the country was changed. In 
the Seine and Seine-et-Oise (where there are some districts with 
strong Communist majorities), proportional representation was 
retained, but with the method of the largest remainder,^ which 
favours small parties rather than large ones. In the rest of Metro¬ 
politan France (where the government parties were almost 
everywhere in a majority), if no one party or alliance of parties 
obtained a clear majority of the votes, the seats were to be 
divided proportionally (but using the d’Hondt rule, which 
favours the largest parties),® but if any one party or alliance did 
get a clear majority, however small, it would take all the seats 
in that constituency. 

This system certainly served its purpose in giving the parties 
then forming the government an advantage over their Com¬ 
munist and Gaullist opponents. 

The advantage of the government parties would have been 
still greater if they had made fuller use of the provisions for 
apparentement. As it was, with alliances in 8^ out of the ^5 cou- 
stituencies to which this system applied,® they gained an 
absolute majority, and therefore swept the board, in 41 constitu¬ 
encies, each returning from two to ten members. Even where an 
absolute majority was not obtained, and the seats were shared 
on a proportional basis, the result was sometimes unfair because 
a party forming part of an alliance could win more seats than a 
party obtaining more votes but outside the alliance.* That might 
be justified if the parties forming the alliance had a real unity, 
but this was not necessarily the case; their combinations de- 


* See p. 93. 

• See p. 97. 

® The RPF (Gaullists) formed alliances in twelve constituencies, the Communists 
in none. In five constituencies, government parties figured in two rival alliances. 
See Peter Campbell, Revue Franfaise de Science Politique, October-December, 1951, 
p. 498. 

^ For example, in the Marne the MRP secured 36,509 votes out of a ‘coalition* 
total of 75,595 and received two seats, whereas the Communists and RPF each 
polled al^ut 10,000 votes more but obtained only one seat apiece. 
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pended rather on considerations of electoral tactics, and varied 
from one constituency to another. The general effect of the 
system was that the two largest parties (amounting to nearly 
half the electorate) were deprived of all representation in 35 
constituencies, covering approximately one-third of the country. 
This, however, did not enable the other parties to carry on 
government with any more success than before. No cabinet that 
could survive a vote in the Assembly was formed until eight 
weeks after the election of June 1951, and constant changes of 
government led, in 1956, to the rare event of a dissolution, 
which the constitution of the Fourth Republic permitted if two 
cabinets were defeated within eighteen months. The 1956 elec¬ 
tion was held under the same system, but gave a much more 
nearly proportional result because the parties made little use of 
the provisions for alliances; absolute majorities were won in 
only eleven constituencies. 

This period ended in 1958 with the assumption of power by 
General de Gaulle, first as Prime Minister and later as President, 
under a new constitution giving greatly increased power to the 
president. The electoral system reverted to the second ballot in 
single-member constituencies as used before 1945 (but not per¬ 
mitting any new candidates in the second ballot). The result was 
to give a very strong Gaullist majority but without the strong 
opposition which de Gaulle himself had said he desired; not 
only Communists but also moderate, liberal elements were 
reduced to impotence in the Assembly. In the general election 
of 1968, the Gaullists secured three-quarters of the seats for 
substantially less than half the votes and less than the 46-82 per 
cent ‘yes’ vote in the referendum on local government reform in 
April 1969, which de Gaulle treated as a vote of no confidence. 

Only 19 Deputies were elected on a minority vote (13 Gaullists, 

5 Centre-PDM, one other). Even if the Gaullists had lost all 
those 13 seats to their opponents, they would still have had a 
large overall majority of seats. 

Two bad features of the second ballot system have been much 
in evidence in recent years. First, an inordinate amount of 
energy has been expended by those parties dissatisfied with the 
Gaullist government in trying to form an alliance to defeat it— 
efforts which in most cases have proved fruitless. In 1972 the 
parties of the Left did manage to agree on a common programme, 
but this did not bring its due reward in the 1973 election. Had 
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France used the single transferable vote form of proportional 
representation, most of these negotiations would have been super¬ 
fluous; the anti-Gaullist voters would have formed their own 
alliances without necessity for agreement between their leaders 
(compare Ireland, pp. 124-5) the majority 

they would have been bound to win a majority of the seats. In 
thus grouping themselves, the voters would have indicated the 
matters to which they attached the most importance, and this 
would have helped the parliamentary parties after the election 
to find a basis for co-operation. Second, the world (and the 
President) has been given a very false picture of the strength of 
anti-Gaullist feeling: the 1968 election appeared to be a massive 
(nearly 3 to i) vote of confidence in the government, while in 
fact less than half of the voters supported it. For any government 
to be led to rely on a fictitious popularity is dangerous. 


French General Election, June 1968 



ist ballot 

2 nd ballot 

Total 

seats 

Seats in 
prpn, to 1st 
b, votes 


Votes, % 

Seats 

Votes, % 

Seats 

Gaullists 

437 

142 

464 (38-1) 

205 

347 

207 

Centre-PDM 

Federation 

10*4 

4 

7*8(io*8) 

23 

27 

48 

of the Left 

165 

0 

21-3 (i8-o) 

57 

57 

77 

Communists 

20*0 

6 

20*1 (22*1) 

27 

33 

94 

PSU 

3-9 

0 

0-6 ( 4-1 ) 

0 

0 

18 

Others 

5'5 

2 

3-8 ( 6 - 9 ) 

4 

6 

26 

Totals 

100*0 j 

154 

100*0 i 

316 

470 

470 


The figures in brackets are the votes obtained by that party in the first 
ballot in those constituencies where a second ballot was held. 


The period during which France used proportional represen¬ 
tation was too short to afford reliable evidence as to the effects 
of that system on the political life of the country. Moreover, the 
powers of the National Assembly having been so drastically 
reduced, any connection between its composition and stability 
of government is not comparable with the position before 1958. 
However, the proportional system certainly did not increase the 
already existing tendency to splinter parties and to imstable 
governments; indeed the number of parties represented in the 
Assembly was lower than before. The existence of numerous 
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parties arid the instability oi'administrations cannot beputdom, 

to proportional representation, for they have been common 
features in French politics for many generations. Under the 
Third Republic, that is to say for over seventy years during 
which she used two types of a majority system, France had more 
than go cabinets, compared with 20 in Great Britain. Long 
before 1939, the broad divisions of the Right, Centre, and Left 
were split into numerous sections, and acted merely as loosely 
allied and opportunist cartels. 

The causes of this multiplicity of parties and instability of 
governments are too various and fundamental to be cured by a 
change in the electoral system alone. ^ Unlike the centrally 
organized British parties, political organizations in the French 
constituencies still owe but a loose allegiance to the national 
party. Though elections may be fought by candidates under the 
aegis of the various political parties, candidates have not always 
considered themselves pledged to support the same party after 
they were elected. 

This inevitably affected the stability of administrations. They 
were composed of representatives (not always the leaders) of 
various groups, and sometimes were headed by politicians less 
influential in one way or another than many of their colleagues. 
Such administrations were liable to disintegrate rapidly because 
of the independence of individual deputies, the criticism of other 
groups, and the friction within their own ranks. 

Governments were further weakened by the fact that the 
order of business in the Chamber was decided not by the govern¬ 
ment but by the committees formed by the parliamentary 
groups. Another very important factor has been that a French 
government has usually had little or no power of dissolution. 
The limited power existing under the Third Republic was used 
only once, in 1877, in circumstances that created a prejudice 
against dissolution,® and no further instance occurred until 1956. 

EXPERIENCE UNDER PARTY LIST SYSTEMS 

In considering the several countries using the list system, it 
has been seen that proportional representation does not lead to 
an inordinate multiplicity of parties or to unstable government. 

^ Sec Dorothy M. Pickles, The French Political Scene, Nelson, 1938, pp, 39 ff. 

* This dissolution appeared to the public as a move to over-ride their elected 
representatives and seize power for President MacMahon and the Monarchists. 
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In no country previously free from them have those disadvan¬ 
tages developed as a result of changing to a proportional system. 
Countries that have used proportional representation continu¬ 
ously over long periods include the most stable democracies of 
Europe—Switzerland, the Scandinavian countries and Finland 
(also Czechoslovakia during her independence). In those 
countries, the system did indeed encourage the rise of one or 
two additional parties, but these represented emerging sections 
of public opinion. They took their place in the parliamentary 
sphere, and often as elements of the administration, to the 
general advantage of the nation. 

In certain other countries, such as Italy and France, it has 
been shown that the introduction of proportional representation 
was not responsible for the large number of parties and political 
instability; these conditions had already existed under the dis¬ 
carded majority system. As a corollary to a denial that propor¬ 
tional representation leads to numerous parties and unstable 
governments, it is clear that a majority system fails to prevent 
them either; it does not always crystallize public opinion within 
a few national parties, one of which is sufficiently powerful to 
support for any length of time a strong administration. This is 
amply illustrated by an examination of the political history of 
France and Holland in particular. 

Proportional representation has removed from the political 
life of certain nations disadvantages which a majority system 
was imposing, to the detriment of their well-being. In Switzer¬ 
land and Belgium especially, it has been shown that the sup¬ 
pression of minority representation was creating serious internal 
dissension; those countries are certainly more united as a con¬ 
sequence of having adopted proportional systems. 

Two of the most successful democracies (Switzerland and 
Finland) have gone further than others in modifying the party 
list system so as to give the voter, rather than the party, power 
to elect the individual he wishes to act as his representative. 
This is an advantage, for a body elected under a proportional 
system of voting (whether the party list or the more elastic single 
transferable vote) may call for a degree of toleration between 
groups which may not be demanded by a majority system. The 
more the voters are allowed to show that there are gradations of 
opinion within each party, and that people in one party have 
affinities with people in others, the less sharp and bitter are likely 
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to be the divisions within the nation, and the better are the 
prospects for co-operation of its component elements, for the 
give and take which is required if no one party is in a position to 
dictate. Moreover, the greater the degree of choice among 
candidates of any one party, the less need there is to form a new 
party for the promotion of a particular point of view. The single 
transferable vote gives more freedom to the voter to choose his 
representative than is possible under any list system. The next 
chapter is devoted to an examination of experience in countries 
using this method. 
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CHAPTER X 


Experience under Proportional 
Representation—11 


The Single Transferable Vote 

‘The King is to be advised ... by his Parliament, in whom— 
as much as man is capable of—he hears all his people, as it were, 
at once advising him.’— Fairfax, 1645. 

W hen the Royal Commission appointed in December 
1908 met to consider possible changes in the British 
electoral system, only a small part of the electoral 
experience discussed in the last chapter existed for its guidance. 
Regarding the single transferable vote (with which, much more 
than with list systems, the Commission was concerned), evidence 
was still more meagre—in fact almost non-existent. Although 
the pros and cons of the system had been discussed ever since the 
pioneer work of Hare, Hill and others half a century before, 
the theoretical arguments advanced had not then been put 
to the actual test of use by a wide electorate until the year follow¬ 
ing the Commission’s appointment. The Danish Upper House 
had indeed been elected indirectly by the single transferable vote 
since 1855, but the only direct elections whose results were 
available to the Commission were a few for municipal councils 
and one parliamentary election—the first for the Tasmanian 
House of Assembly. 

A few years later the Speaker’s Conference, which led to the 
Representation of the People Bill of 1917, had little more evi¬ 
dence available to it, and its unanimous recommendation of 
PR^ in boroughs with three or more members—as against the 

^ Throughout this chapter the term ‘PR* will be used, as it is in common par¬ 
lance, to mean the election of more than one representative at a time by the 
single transferable vote. 
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Commission’s support for the alternative vote—^v^as presumably 
still based on theoretical arguments. The first vote on PR during 
the passage of the Representation of the People Bill, 1917, was 
on an amendment instructing the boundary commissioners to 
act on the supposition that PR would not be introduced. The 


voting was : 

For PR 

Against PR 

Liberals 

76 

53 

Conservatives 

38 

84 

Labour 

13 

10 

Irish Nationalists 

14 

I 


141 

148* 


* Hansard records ‘Ayes 149’, but lists only 148 names. 

All that remained of the Speaker’s Conference recommenda¬ 
tion for PR was its use for the election of University members. 
Before considering this limited test of the system it may be 
interesting to note the apparent inconsistency of the British 
parliament in agreeing to its use in Ireland, Malta, Gibraltar 
and other territories under its control while refusing its use in 
local and parliamentary elections in the United Kingdom. 

One reason has no doubt been a natural reluctance to experi¬ 
ment with a comparatively untried system. Experience of its 
practical effects was, however, becoming available and little 
attention was paid to this. It may be significant that when in 
1918 the proposal was only narrowly defeated in the House of 
Commons it was on a free vote, whilst in 1948, when the Liberal 
party divided the House on the second reading of the Represen¬ 
tation Bill on the same issue, they were supported by two Inde¬ 
pendent members only. The party whips were on, and members 
voted to order. 

For the same reason, a Speaker’s Conference is an unsatisfac¬ 
tory form of inquiry. All its members, unlike those of a Royal 
Commission, start with preconceived ideas and are subject to 
party pressures; moreover, the Conference meets in private and 
issues no report other than its bare conclusions. When the Con¬ 
ference reporting in 1968 voted by 19 to one against any change 
in the existing method of electing the House of Commons, the 
public (or even other MPs) had no means of judging whether or 
not this was a valid conclusion from the evidence submitted. 

The truth seems to be that opinion on the issue had hardened 
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since 1917 on purely party lines, and that political opportunism 
had obscured a subject which calls for disinterested thought and 
discussion. When the question of electoral reform has been dis¬ 
cussed in parliament, particularly from 1918 onwards, accusa¬ 
tions have constantly been made of‘deals’ between the parties.^ 
The Liberal party has always shown the greatest interest in the 
subject, and in more recent years this concern on grounds of 
principle has been reinforced by obvious motives of advantage. 
The two larger parties, on the other hand, have both in turn 
profited from the gamble of the existing system. This motive of 
self-interest, added to a belief that the two-party system is best 
for the country as a whole, has led them to oppose any change 
in the method of voting. Party discipline has been invoked for 
this purpose, and there has been official discouragement of any 
serious discussion and, consequently, widespread ignorance of 
even the most elementary facts. 

THE UNIVERSITY MEMBERS 

Whilst the countries of continental Europe have nearly all 
adopted the party list system of proportional representation, 
English-speaking countries, when they have made any change, 
have, with the one exception of Guyana, preferred the more 
flexible single transferable vote. The first trial of the system in 
Britain which we shall notice is that for some of the University 
members from 1918 to 1945. The Representation of the People 
Act 1918 applied the single transferable vote to University con¬ 
stituencies returning more than one member, viz:— 

Oxford 2 Members Combined English 2 Members 

Cambridge 2 „ Seottish 3 „ 

Dublin 2 „ (In 1918 election only) 

It will be apparent that no sufficient test of the system was 
provided by its application to these few constituencies, which 
differed in their electorate and their electioneering conditions 
from most constituencies, and which were moreover too small 
to provide fair representation of the political parties. In a two- 
member constituency contested by two parties, one of which is 
approximately twice as strong as the other, the result must be 
either that they obtain equal representation (if the smaller 

* Cf. D. E. Butler, The Electoral System of Britain, p. 83. 
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party polls just over half the votes of the larger) or that the larger 
party wins both seats (if the smaller polls just under the half of 
its votes). Any third party is, of course, excluded. Thus, we find, 
for instance, that the substantial Labour minorities in the 
Universities never obtained a seat, and that, of the two parties 
that contested all four constituencies in 1929, the Conservatives 
got 7 seats with 39,766 first preference votes and the Liberals 
only one scat for 15,305 votes—because they fell a little short of 
one-third of the total votes in each of the two-member con¬ 
stituencies. This, however, by no means implies that the intro¬ 
duction of PR in 1918 was of little consequence to the repre¬ 
sentation of the Universities. Its effects can best be judged by 
comparing conditions before and after 1918 in the two constitu¬ 
encies that, already existing at that date, merely had their voting 
systems changed.^ The following is a summary of general election 
results in the Universities of Oxford and Cambridge since 1885; 


1885 

1886 
1892 

1895 

1900 

1906 

1910 

(Jan. 

1910 

(Dec. 

1918 

1922 

1923 

1924 
1929 
1931 
1935! 
1945/ 


Oxford 


) 

)J 


uncon¬ 

tested 


con- 


>2 Cons. 


tested 


>2 Cons. 


uncon- 


tested 


I seat contested 


Cambridge 

y2 Cons. 


1 


uncon- 

lested 


2 Cons. 
^2 Cons. 


con¬ 


tested 


} 


2 Cons. 

1 Cons., I Ind. 

2 Cons. 


uncontested 2 Cons. uncontested 2 Cons. 

contested ‘ f ‘ \contested =* ^ons. 

2 Ind. / 1 Cons., i Ind. 


One major change is obvious—that with the introduction of PR 
it became the rule, instead of the exception, for elections to be 
contested. Evidently the non-Conservative elements, though still 


^ Besides the introduction of PR (and the enfranchisement of women over 30, 
which applied to all constituencies), there were changes in the regulations govern¬ 
ing the registration of ^aduates as parliamenta^ electors. These changes, however, 
had very little immediate effect on the composition of the university electorates. 
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greatly in the minority, no longer felt their position so hopeless 
that it was not worth while to fight.^ 

It will also be seen that Independent candidates have secured 
election, particularly towards the end of the PR period. It may 
be argued that this was due, at least in part, to an increasing 
feeling that a University MP ought to be a non-party man or 
woman. But such a feeling would not have sufficed to secure the 
election of Independents if the old voting system had been 
retained. The figures for the election of the first Independent 
were; 

Cambridge University, igss 
Rawlinson (Cons.) 4,192 

Butler (Ind.) 3,453 

Sorley (Cons.) 1,018 

8,663 Quota 2,888 


Only one count was necessary, as Rawlinson and Butler each had 
over one quote of first preferences. The total Conservative vote 
was 5,210. Therefore if each elector had had two votes, as before 
1918, Rawlinson and Sorley must each have got about 5,000 
votes (plus some from supporters of the Independent who chose 
to use their second vote for one of the Conservatives), and must 
both have been elected. Butler, though still having exactly the 
same 3,453 supporters, would have failed. Similarly, A. P. 
Herbert, Oxford’s first Independent member, would have failed 
in 1935 under the old system.* Also, the evident difference in the 
voters’ opinion of the two party candidates would have been 
obscured. Under the old system, any candidate whom the Con¬ 
servatives chose to nominate was elected; under the new, only 
those who could also attract votes on their own merits. 

The Independents elected for University seats between 1918 
and 1945 would almost certainly never have been elected at all 
for any other constituency, unless they had been prepared to 
abandon that very independence for which, very largely, they 
were valued. Of the nine members elected by the four PR con¬ 
stituencies in 1945, six were Independents.® Among these, 

‘It should be noted that the only contest in the period before 1918 was among 
three Conservative candidates. We thus have no means of telling whether the pro¬ 
portion of non-Conservatives did or did not increase after the 1914-18 war. 

• See The Ayes Haoe It, ch. ii. 

* Sir Arthur Salter, Sir Alan Herbert, H. Wilson Harris, Eleanor Rathbone 
Kenneth Lindsay, and Sir John Boyd Orr. 
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Eleanor Rath bone had previously stood for a division of Liver¬ 
pool (of which she was a distinguished citizen) and failed, though 
polling almost exactly the same proportion of the total votes as 
that which secured her election for the Combined English 
Universities in 1929. It does therefore appear that the use of PR 
in the University elections did promote a readiness on the part 
of distinguished men and women to contest elections although 
not committed to the dominant party, and also the return of 
members of the type that defenders of the University franchise 
consider it ought to return. 


THE SCOTTISH EDUCATION AUTHORITIES 

The only other public election to which PR has been applied 
in Great Britain is that of the Scottish Education Authorities 
from I gig to ig28, after which they ceased to be elected separ¬ 
ately. In these elections, the divisions were mainly on religious 
rather than party questions, and the various bodies of religious 
opinion did obtain fair representation, as these typical results 
show: 


Edinburgh Education Authority, 1925 


Party 

Votes 

Seats 

obtained 

Seats in proportion 
to votes 

Church Joint Committee 

28,028 

22 


Roman Catholics 

6,272 

6 


Labour 

4,680 

2 


Independent 

4,338 

3 


Protestant League 

1,929 

I 


Total 

45,247 

34 

34-0 


Glasgow Education Authority, 1928 


Moderate 

146,784 

30 

29-5 

Catholic 

52,551 

11 

10-5 

Labour 

23,75 > 

4 

4-8 

Communist 

1,137 

0 

0-2 

Total 

■ 

224,223 

45 

45*0 


It will surely be agreed that, for example, it is both just and, 
in the long run, conducix e to harmony, that both Protestants 
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and Roman Catholics should be fairly represented on a body 
exercising control over their own schools. Under a majority 
system it can be regarded as certain that the Roman Catholic 
minority would have had no representative in Edinburgh, and 
in Glasgow only such few members as might have been elected 
from any district having a Roman Catholic majority. 

The returning officer in Glasgow gave a decided affirmative 
answer to each of four questions addressed to him by John H. 
Humphreys. The official regulations, he found, gave quite suffi¬ 
cient guidance to those conducting the election, and left prac¬ 
tically no room for chance in the determination of the result. 
Fair representation was obtained, and this had a favourable in¬ 
fluence on the working of the Education Authority, which he 
described as ‘well-balanced, and showing by its actions that it 
had in view the interests of the whole electorate’. This returning 
officer had no experience of counting for parliamentary elections, 
but saw no reason to expect that any difficulty would arise in 
applying the same regulations on that scale. 

THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND 

Reflectio* of different shades of religious opinion is apparent 
also in the election by the Church of England of its governing 
bodies. PR was applied to Church Assembly elections (House of 
Laity from 1920, Proctors of the Lower Houses of Convocation 
of Canterbury and York from 1921) and then to the General 
Synod which replaced these bodies in 1970. For the first elections 
to the Synod, some dioceses were permitted to divide their area 
into single-member constituencies, using the alternative vote, 
but a resolution of the Synod in November 1972 laid down that 
in future no constituency might return fewer than three members. 

Experience of these elections over the first nine years was 
summarized^ by Prebendary E. D. Merritt, who had been present 
at the counting of the votes on six out of the seven® occasions. 
He considered the elections to have been most satisfactory, 
giving fair representation to every school of thought in propor¬ 
tion to its voting strength. The London clergy could be classified 
in four groups, and in that diocese the five proctorial elections 
had given the following results: 

^ In a letter to the Guardian, 1929. 

■ Five general elections of the House of Clergy (proctors) and two of the House 
of Laity. A proctorial election took place ^ter every parliamentary election. 
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1922 

J 9 H 

^925 

^9^9 

votes 

seats 

votes 

seats 

votes 

seats 

votes seats 

votes seats 

Anglo-Catholic 

473 

7 

399 

6 

379 

5 

366 

6 

359 

5 

Central 

284 

2 

176 

3 

210 

3 

172 

3 

210 

3 

Evangelical 


2 

214 

3 

251 

4 

233 

3 

186 

2 

Independent 

50 

I 

96 

> 

82 

1 

95 

I 

144 

2 

Totals 

1 958 

12 

1885 

13 

1 922 

13 

866 

13 

899 

12 


For the first three groups, ignoring the Independents, the num¬ 
bers of first preferences per seat won were as follows; 



1921 

192s 



J929 

Anglo-Catholic 

68 

67 

76 1 

61 

72 

Central 

142 

1 59 

70 1 

57 

70 

Evangelical 

76 

1 71 

^3 

78 

93 


In the first election, voting did not follow party lines so strictly 
as it usually has done since. 

The first elections to the General Synod were considered in 
some detail by one of its members, the Rev. Colin Buchanan, in 
the Electoral Reform Society’s quarterly. Representation, No. 42, 
January 1971. 

Twenty years after the adoption of STV, Prebendary Merritt 
saidT do not know who it was who secured the insertion of this 
system in the constitution, but I always think his statue should 
stand in Dean’s Yard and be inscribed “The Saviour of the 
Church of England”.’ 

Naturally enough this opinion is not universally shared— 
there have been from time to time complaints that either voters 
or returning officers fail to understand the system*—but the 
general attitude can be gauged from a debate of the Assembly 
on the 11 February 1926, when a proposal to substitute the block 

^ Church Times^ 19 August 1949. 

• Another objection (raised by Major Birchcll in the Church Assembly debates 
of 1926) has been that it is wrong for a very small quota of people to be able to elect 
a representative. But if, for example, 88 people elect a committee of 10, it is an 
inescapable arithmetical fact that their representation is at the rate of one member 
for every 9 electors; this cannot be changed except by altering the size of the com¬ 
mittee. What is achieved by PR, with its quota of 9 in this instance, is that every 9 
voters elect one representative and only one; under a majority system, one group of 
9 would probably elect several representatives and another group of 9 none. 
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vote was withdrawn in the face of overwhelming opposition. In 
February 1953, a proposal to elect the House of Laity by a 
modified form of the block vote (allowing cumulation of two 
votes on one candidate) was heavily defeated. 


TASMANIA 

In 1896, the Tasmanian Attorney-General, A. I. Clark^ 
secured the use by the two Tasmanian towns of Hobart and 
Launceston of proportional representation by the single trans¬ 
ferable vote for electing their town councils and also their repre¬ 
sentatives to the Lower House of the Tasmanian parliament. 
This lasted only a few years, owing to dissatisfaction, not with 
PR itself, but with the use of two different systems in town and 
country at the same time. (In 1968 it was restored in Hobart). It 
was followed in 1907 by a new Electoral Act under which all the 
members of the House of Assembly were elected by PR in five 
constituencies, each returning six members. PR has remained 
in force ever since, three attempts to replace it having been 
defeated (the first largely through the evidence given by John H. 
Humphreys before a Select Committee of the Tasmanian 
parliament). In 1914, the Select Committee and the House 
rejected a government proposal to substitute a party list system, 
and the attempt of a later government (1932) to return to single¬ 
member constituencies was also defeated. 

Later, prolonged debates took place arising out of a develop¬ 
ment which is the opposite of what opponents of PR predict: the 
consolidation of a large number of small groups into only two 
parties. Professor Nanson, writing just after the first PR election,* 
spoke of the new system as a complete success although it had 
‘stood a severe test, for never before in the history of Tasmania 
had there been so many parties and factions. Yet the result of the 
election is the rejection of all candidates except Labour and 
anti-Socialist’—the latter being a cohesive party within which 
various shades of opinion were represented. The same division 
has endured to this day, variations in opinion finding sufficient 
satisfaction in voters’ freedom to discriminate among candidates 
of the same party and in the return of an occasional Independent 
and, in 1969, of one Centre Party (Country Party) candidate. A 

^ The inventor of the method of distributing a surplus described on p. 119. 

* The Melbourne Age, 8 May 1909. 
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noteworthy instance of an Independent is R. D. Townley, who 
resigned from the Labour Party a few months before the 1946 
election, stood again as an Independent and was elected on the 
first count with 8,247 votes—over twice the quota and 2,4.45 
votes more than any other candidate in the State. This is a clear 
case of the voters’ being enabled by the single transferable vote 
to make their wishes prevail over those of a party machine. It 
also shows that a strong personality is not prevented from 
making itself felt by the size of the constituency—the average 
area of a Tasmanian constituency is equal to that of the two 
English counties of Devon and Somerset together. 

Curiously, it was Townley’s nephew who again demonstrated 
the same thing in 1970. Having been excluded from his party’s 
list of candidates, he stood as an Independent and was elected 
easily. 

The complaint has been that the two parties, usually differing 
by only a narrow margin in popular support, have tended to get 
exactly equal representation, making the formation of a govern¬ 
ment difficult. An inquiry by a select committee of the House of 
Assembly recognized that this inconvenient result was due to the 
election of an even number of members from each constituency 
—so that in each constituency two nearly equal parties were 
bound to be exactly equal in representation; therefore, while 
affirming that ‘the merits of the Hare-Clark system are over¬ 
whelming and its disadvantages very slight’, it recommended a 
change to an odd number of members (seven) for each con¬ 
stituency.^ 

Results of the Tasmanian elections are given in Appendix ID 
and other aspects of them were referred to on pp. 156, 169. 
Further details are readily obtainable from the excellent reports 
on general elections issued periodically by the Tasmanian 
government. 

COMMONWEALTH OF AUSTRALIA: THE SENATE 

Australia as a whole has been much inclined to electoral 
experiments, and as early as 1862 a bill for proportional repre¬ 
sentation on the lines proposed by Hare passed both Houses of 

* Parliament of Tasmania, Report of Select Committee on Electoral Reform, 
*957t sec also George Howatt, Democratic Representation under the Hare-Clark System 
(Hobart, 1958) and Fixing responsibility for governing when no party has an absolute 
majority in Parliament, * P. 285. 
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the New South Wales parliament but failed to become law 
owing to the resignation of the government. Agitation for PR 
bore no more fruit in legislation until 1918; the Bill then passed 
included the compulsory recording of a preference for every 
candidate, with the result that the election of 1920 showed 
excessive numbers of spoilt papers, abstentions and obvious 
cases of alphabetical voting. The Labour party, which led the 
opposition to PR after the 1920 election, repealed the Act as 
soon as it won a clear majority (1925). PR has, however, con¬ 
tinued to be used for the indirect election of the New South 
Wales Senate since 1933. 

In 1949, an increase in the size of the Australian Senate was 
made the occasion for altering its system of election from the 
alternative vote in multi-member constituencies to PR—a 
rather sudden change of front on the part of the government, 
which might be accounted for by the virtual certainty that xmder 
the old system the government party would have failed to win 
one seat. Under PR, while losing some votes as expected (drop¬ 
ping from 52 per cent to 45 per cent), it retained just over its 
fair share of the Senate seats then being filled. In the House of 
Representatives, however (still elected by the alternative vote 
in single-member constituencies), Labour lost heavily. The 
result was that the Liberal-Country Party coalition had a large 
majority in the lower House, though it was in a minority in the 
Senate because eighteen Senators were not due for re-election 
and of these (elected under the old system) fifteen were Labour. 
This led the Prime Minister to ask for a double dissolution, and 
the election for a complete new parliament gave him a majority 
in both Houses. 

Although the Australian Senate now reflects faithfully the 
support of the various parties among the electorate, it does not 
yet reflect the voters’ opinions of the individual candidates— 
except in Tasmania. The parties have urged their voters to 
number their candidates in a particular order, and, outside 
Tasmania, this injunction has so far been obeyed. In Tasmania, 
however, the voters show far less inclination to adhere to any one 
order; they have too much experience of PR to believe that their 
party can be helped by any such means. 

These Senate elections illustrate the fact that a fair result 
depends far more on the electoral system used than on equality of 
electorates. Each Australian state returns ten Senators (on the 
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occasion of a double dissolution, all of them elected together; 
otherwise, half retire at a time) although the largest has an 
electorate more than ten times that of the smallest, but this dors 
not prevent the total representation from being consistently not 
far from proportional, and Geoffrey Sawer [Australian Govern¬ 
ment Today, p. 46) remarks that ‘there has not been any great 
public feeling about this example of individual voter inequality, 
since no major party is entrenched in any one state’. It would 
be otherwise if a consistent Liberal majority in one state and 
Labour in another monopolized their representation. 



Senate (PR) 

House of 
Representatives 


% votes Seats 

[AV) 

% votes Seats 

1949 

Liberal-Country Party 

50-5 

21 

50-3 74 

Labour 

450 

21 

46-0 47 

Others 

4-5 

0 

3-7 0 

igyo {Senate)^ igGg {House) 

Liberal-Country Party 

38-2 

13 

43*3 66 

Labour 

42-2 

H 

47’0 59 

Democratic Labour 

III 

3 

6-0 0 

Others 

8-5 

2 

37 0 


It is unfortunate that Australia has again adopted, for her 
Senate elections, the superfluous rule that every candidate must 
be numbered.^ This serves no useful purpose and merely tends 
to discredit the system, owing to the excessive number of invalid 
papers in produces. In 1951, the number of spoilt papers was 
7 per cent of the total poll—a figure about eight times as high as 
in Eire. Compulsory voting also no doubt adds to the number of 
spoilt papers and to the number which, though not invalid, are 
marked carelessly and do not indicate a real opinion. 


LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

The first large-scale application of PR in Tasmania began, as 
several others have done, with local government elections. 
Much can be said in favour of such a beginning, for the two 
objections that (rightly or wrongly) carry most weight against 
PR for parliamentary elections have little or no relevance to 
municipal elections. First, there is often no need to enlarge the 

^ Sec p. 146. 
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constituency. Until the local government reconstruction ofig72, 

nearty aWCniledKingdom\oca\ eieclionsbeiovj cowncA 

level took place in wards each electing at least three councillors, 
and this still applies to the new District Councils. Secondly, in¬ 
stead of there being a prejudice in favour of‘strong’ government 
by one party with a large majority, there is often a reaction 
against party in local government and in favour of having as 
councillors the most suitable men and women regardless of party. 

In other British Dominions (New Zealand, Canada, South 
Africa and recently in New South Wales and Tasmania, 
Australia) and in tVie United States of America, PR has been 
adopted for a number of local government elections.^ Among the 
more interesting of these applications to local government are 
some in Canada—Edmonton and Calgary for Provincial elec¬ 
tions and Winnipeg for Provincial and City Council elections. It 
has already been pointed out^ that, in the country constituencies 
of Alberta, the alternative vote gave every seat in the 1948 elec¬ 
tion to the party polling not much over half the votes.® Ten seats 
in its provincial parliament were, however, filled by PR in the 
two five-member constituencies formed by the towns of Calgary 
and Edmonton, and there is a great contrast between the results 
under the two systems. 

Alberta, 1948 

Country constituencies {alternative vote): 

Social 

Credit CCF Liberal Others 

Votes 122,665 43 .J 27 39 >o 46 6.891 

Seats 46 o o I (Ind. Soc. Cred.) 

Calgary and Edmonton {PR): 

Votes 41.527 13.260 16,695 13,769 

Seats 5221 

But for PR, Alberta’s 1948 Parliament would probably have 
been entirely without an Opposition. 

Since 1959, all seats in the provincial legislature have been 
filled by the first-past-the-post system as for the British House of 
Commons, and the efifect has been to perpetuate the near¬ 
monopoly of the seats by a party with only about half the votes. 
The essential unfairness of the system is increased by very wide 

* See Appendix I, p. 279. 

* P. 67. 

* Results of other Alberta elections have differed from this only in degree. 
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variations in the size of electorates (from 26,563 in Edmonton 
North East down to 4,595 in Dunvegan); these do tend to favour 
Social Credit but are far from sufficient to account for the gross 
distortion. (See table below.) 


Alberta Provincial Election, 

Can- 

1967 

Seats 

Seats in 
proportion 


didates 

Votes 

Won 

to votes 

Social Credit 

65 

222,271 

55 

29 

Progressive Conservative 

47 

129,552 

6 

n 

New Democratic 

65 

79,593 

0 

11 

Liberal 

45 

53,845 

3 

7 

Independent 

7 

6,916 

I 

1 

Coalition 

2 

3,654 

0 

0 

Ind. Prog. Cons. 

2 

1,118 

693 

0 

0 

Ind. Social Credit 

2 

0 

0 

Lib./Prog. Cons, coalition 

I 

699 

0 

0 

Totals 

236 

498,341 

65 

65 


As in some of the European countries discussed earlier, the 
demand for proportional representation in Winnipeg arose out 
of dangerous antagonisms between different sections of the 
population. According to the account given by Hoag and 
Hallett,^ a general strike in 1919 left much bitterness. The first 
municipal election after the strike resulted in a deadlock between 
the forces of labour and their opponents organized in a Citizens’ 
Association. There was general agreement that the ward boun¬ 
daries were unsatisfactory, but no agreement on their revision 
seemed possible until it was suggested that single-member dis¬ 
tricts should be abolished and PR used to ensure fair treatment to 
both sides. By a majority of two, the Winnipeg City Council 
voted to divide the city into three wards, each electing three 
members annually by PK.. Those who voted against this measure 
wanted a still fairer plan making the whole city one constituency. 

In the spring of 1920, the provincial legislature, also anxious 
to reduce class antagonism, passed without a dissenting voice a 
bill providing that Winnipeg’s ten members of the legislature 
should be elected from the city at large by PR. The first election 
under the Act was held in June 1920. It resulted in the return of 
four Labour members, four Liberals and two Conservatives. 
Prominent leaders of all three parties expressed their satisfaction 

^ Proportional Representation, p. 229. 
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and the electors appear to have remained satisfied with their 
electoral system, 

Winnipeg’s provincial election of 1948 has been analysed in 
great detail by the then Secretary of the Proportional Repre¬ 
sentation Society, John Fitzgerald, with results similar to those 
found for the Cork election.^ There being ten seats (for which 
20 candidates competed), the accuracy of party representation 
was high; 



Can- 

1 st 

pref. 

Seats 

Seats in 
proportion 


didates 

votes 

obtained 

to votes 

CCF (Labour) 

6 

29,872 

4 

3-8 

Coalition Liberal 

5 

23,216 

3 

2-9 

Coalition Cons. 

4 

10,226 

I 

1-3 

Independent 

I 

8.309 

I 

i-o 

Communist 

2 

6.953 

I 

0-9 

Social Credit 

I 

635 

0 

0075 

Socialist 

I 

222 

0 

0025 

Total 

20 

79.433 

10 

10-0 


Within each party, the degree of discrimination exercised by the 
voters between candidates was also marked (and bore no relation 
to alphabetical order), the variation in the case of the largest 
party being from 11,237 preferences for its most popular 
candidate down to 1,796 for its least popular. The candidates of 
each party elected were those thus shown to be preferred by the 
voters. 

Analysis of all the transfers shows that about 90 per cent of the 
voters voted on party lines. There were also many transfers be¬ 
tween Coalition Liberal and Coalition Conservative candidates, 
illustrating again how the single transferable vote enables voters 
of different parties who have some affinity to support a common 
cause without sacrificing their parties’ identity. 

There is, however, a curious and significant exception. When 
one of the two Communist candidates was eliminated, only 61 
per cent of his votes went to the other Communist; well over 
one-quarter of his supporters preferred Labour candidates to 
his party colleague. This behaviour on the part of the voters 
illustrates clearly how the single transferable vote renders it 
difficult for a party—even one with so high a reputation for 

* See pp. 123-127. 
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discipline as the Communist party—to impose its will rigidly on 
its sympathizers in the electorate. 

In ig6o, the Metropolitan Corporation of Greater Winnipeg 
was established to provide certain common services for the City 
of Winnipeg and twelve other municipalities. The Corporation 
of Greater Winnipeg was also elected by the single transferable 
vote form of proportional representation. In 1972, however, the 
whole administration of Greater Winnipeg was placed under one 
council, elected by single-member wards. 

In Australia, the use of PR for local government elections was 
long confined to the town of Armidalc,* all others except New¬ 
castle using the first-past-the-post system, but in 1953 it was 
made general in New South Wales for all local government 
elections involving more than two vacancies, others using the 
alternative vote. This reform came suddenly and appears to 
have been due to some particularly unrepresentative results 
under the old system, coupled with allegations of corruption in 
the Sydney City Council and elsewhere. Unfortunately the 
common Australian rule requiring the compulsory marking of 
a large number of preferences was again adopted, giving rise to 
an unecessarily large number of invalid papers. 

This may have been partly responsible for a further Act 
which applied the alternative vote to all local government 
elections in December 1968 (with provision for a change to PR 
by popular poll) but the reason given by the New South Wales 
government is that PR ‘can place a small minority with no 
declared policy in a position to wield considerably more influence 
on an elected body than its numerical strength warrants’. This 
argument is unsound, since it considers only the influence of a 
minority representative within the elected body, and ignores the 
fact that a majority system makes it possible for a much smaller 
minority to have a very large effect on the composition of the 
elected body.® 

Up to October 1972, eleven local government areas had used 
their power to take a poll on this subject, and only one of these 
had voted (by a majority of 1-7 to i) to retain the alternative 
vote. The other ten, by majorities ranging from 2 to i up to 20 to 
I, voted to adopt PR. 

* Under an Act of 1919, a poll on changing the voting system could be taken on 
the petition of one-fifth of the voters. This number of signatures was obtained in 
Armidale before the widening of the franchise made the task impracticable. 

* See p. 174. 
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In the USA there have been a number ot instances ol PR 
having been given up after some years of trial in municipal 
elections. This does not necessarily imply its failure in practice; 
it may indeed have succeeded too well. Many Americans will 
admit that local government in their country has too often 
fallen into the hands of a corrupt clique. In some states party 
organization is very highly developed, and the party boss has 
acquired a power unknown in Britain. Changes in a town’s 
electoral system are effected by referendum, and PR has in 
many cases been adopted by popular vote with the declared 
purpose of cleaning up corruption. In these circumstances, it is 
not surprising that those whose vested interests have been 
attacked in this way have taken the first opportunity to condemn 
and throw out a voting system which gives such freedom to the 
ordinary elector. So we find that of the twenty or so American 
municipalities which have adopted PR, all but Cambridge 
(Mass.), have reverted to majority systems. In the successful 
campaign for the repeal of PR in New York (after unsuccessful 
attempts in 1938 and 1940), advocates of repeal had on their 
side Tammany Hall (which spent $35,000 on the campaign 
against the Keep Proportional Representation Committee’s 
$4,000) and the bulk of the press.^ Another very important 
factor operated in favour of repeal in 1947—the presence on the 
City Council of two Communists. Undoubtedly, so small a 
minority (the Communists polled 7 per cent of first preferences 
and won 7 per cent of the seats) would have had no chance under 
a majority system, and in the violently anti-Communist atmo¬ 
sphere of 1947 it was easy to represent PR as a dangerous device 
promoted in the interests of the party which by that time was so 
much feared. This same anti-Communist feeling, however, 
makes it probable that no Communist would have been re-elected 
to the council had the next election still been held under PR. It 
must be remembered that the previous election was in November 
1945, when feelings on that subject were very different. In fact, 
in the first election after repeal (November 1949®) the Com¬ 
munists ran only one candidate, whose votes amounted to only 
about one quarter of what would have been needed to return 
him under PR. Whilst the votes cast for the other parties differed 

^ On the other hand, opponents of PR maintain that previous p>opular votes in 
its favour v/erc due simply to inadequate presentation of the case against it. 
Democracy or Anarchy?, p. 396. 

* Elections were held every second year until 1945, every fourth year after that. 
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little from those of previous years, the Communist vote fdJ to a 
negligible figure. These circumstances indicate that a popular 
vote for repeal, in New York or in any other city with similai 
conditions, is i>j> itself no proof that PR failed to satisfy the 
citizens’ requirements. To probe such a question, a great deal 
more evidence would be necessary.^ 

It is impossible to deny that all the city councils elected by 
PR have reflected the party opinions of the voters much more 
faithfully than those elected by majority systems. The immedi¬ 
ate effect of the return to majority election in New York was 
to restore the near-monopoly of the Democrats, that party 
winning 24 out of the 25 seats for 52-6 per cent of the votes 
cast. 

An attempt in 1967 to secure a popular vote on a reversion to 
PR was widely supported but failed to secure the very large 
number of signatures required for the question to be placed on 
the ballot. The campaign was, however, successful in securing 
the use of PR in School Board elections held in 1970; the need 
for representation of minorities such as Negroes and Puerto 
Ricans was recognized. Ethnic and other groups did in fact 
obtain fair representation, over four-fifths of the votes cast con¬ 
tributed to the election of a Board member, and voters appear to 
have had little difficulty, even in Brooklyn which had 67 names 
on its ballot paper. 

Professor Hermens does not attempt to deny that New York 
City was much better governed by the time PR was repealed in 
1947 than it had been under the majority system ten years 
earlier, nor that the same is true of every other city using PR. 
What he does argue is that the improvement occurred not be¬ 
cause of PR but in spite of it—that the improvement was due to 
the adoption at the same time of other reforms, especially of the 
‘manager system’ which places responsibility for day-to-day 
administration in the hands of a permanent official analogous 
to an English Town Clerk.® New York had the added advantages 
of a Mayor and a District Attorney (La Guardia and Dewey) 
bringing exceptional determination and ability to the task of 


* Such evidence for PR is to be found mainly in the National Municipal Review \ 
in the article The Repeal of PR in New Tork City—Ten Tears in Retrospect (Zeller and 
Bone, American Political Science Review, December 1948, p. 1127) Govern^ 

ment of Cincinnati, ig24-ig44 (Report to the Wilder Foundation by T. H. and D. D. 
Reed). On the other side we have Professor Hermens, Democracy or Anarchy?, pp. 

instance Democracy or Anarchy?, p. 376. 
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‘cleaning up’ the city. Obviously those factors must count, and 
it will be. dtffvcuU lo ibeir several effects. 

The extent to which PR may have improved American local 
government must therefore still be a matter for argument; what 
is certain is that not even so determined an opponent as Professor 
Hermens has been able to find any Instance in which the alleged 
evil effects of PR have outweighed the advantages of the manager 
system, or any instance in which its repeal has enabled the 
manager system to work better. In the absence of such instances, 
it is difficult to see on what grounds of public interest it is possible 
to prefer to PR a system that excludes from a share in their 
community’s government men and women who do not happen 
to belong to the largest party. 

BRITISH DEPENDENCIES 

As already mentioned, British governments disinclined to 
reform of the electoral system at home have nevertheless accepted 
the principles of PR for overseas territories under their control. 
The reasons for so doing have been particularly strong where 
racial or religious minorities needed to be protected; hence the 
recommendation by the Simon Commission that PR should be 
used in India and Burma. The system is especially valuable in 
such circumstances because it enables political parties to develop 
across the racial or religious divisions, not confining anyone to 
voting within his own community and encouraging the voter to 
notice that there are people of similar opinions in other com¬ 
munities. The difficulties associated with illiteracy have, how¬ 
ever, caused the system to be limited in India and Burma to 
indirect elections.^ 

In Malta, on the other hand, the constitution of 1921 pre¬ 
scribed the single transferable vote for an electorate containing 
many illiterates. For the Senate (elected by two constituencies 
returning respectively four and three members), only those able 
to read and write could vote, but for the Legislative Assembly 
(eight four-member constituencies) electors had to satisfy either 
a literacy or a property qualification. As already mentioned,* 
the mechanics of the election presented no difficulty, and the 
political results appear to have been equally satisfactory. It may 
be argued that the suspension of the Constitution between 1930 

* Sec p. 169, • P. 169. 
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and 1932, and from 1933 until after the war, implies the contrary', 
but such was not the opinion of those responsible. The reasons 
given for the suspensions were excessive clerical and Italian 
influence. When, during the period of Malta’s reversion to 
Crown Colony status, elections were restored for ten members of 
the Council of Government, those elections were by the single 
transferable vote in two five-member constituencies. A Royal 
Commission appointed in 1931 reported that there were no 
proposals for a change in the voting system but that the system 
was ‘fully understood by the voters and much appreciated by 
them.’ Leading members of different political parties testified 
to the same effect, the leader of the Constitutional party (Lord 
Strickland) describing PR as ‘excellent’ and ‘the only system 
possible’, and the leader of the Labour party (Dr. Boffa) 
demanding that it should be a reserved subject in the Constitu¬ 
tion. It was embodied in the new constitution of 1947, the single 
chamber being elected in eight five-member divisions lor a three- 
year term, and in the independence constitution adopted by 
referendum in 1964. Voting has been overwhelmingly on party 
lines (with marked discrimination between candidates within 
the parties), and has also reflected affinities between the parties. 
Three parties persisted throughout the period until 1966, when 
only two obtained representation, while smaller ones from time 
to time split off from them and later disappeared or merged with 
their larger rivals. In general, the Labour party stood alone 
against the rest; for instance in the 1951 election Labour polled 
a few more first preferences than the Nationalists (40,164 against 
39,946) but secured one seat fewer—because the Nationalists 
made a net gain of votes by transfer from candidates of other 
parties, while Labour made a net loss of 177 votes. The number 
of seats won by Labour corresponded exactly to its percentage 
poll; further, the two wings of the Labour movement taken to¬ 
gether obtained their proportional representation.^ 

The difficulties in Malta which led to the suspension of the 
constitution in 1958 were economic. The island is poor, even 
with the money brought in by the naval dockyard, and the 
British government’s intention to abandon it as a naval base 
brought fears of disaster, not fully allayed by the prospect of 

^ Some concern is expressed regarding the relatively high proportion of papers 
that become non-transferable (8*9 per cent in 1951). This is due to the delusion of 
both main parties that a party’s interests can be served by marking prcfcrenc.es for 
its candidates only —see p. 159. 
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conversion of the docks to civilian use. Prolonged negotiations 
on financial aid and on a proposal for integration into the 
United Kingdom broke down. Whatever may be the correct 
apportionment of blame, none can fall on PR, for this must have 
reduced, not increased, that part of the difficulty attributable 
to the personality of the Maltese Prime Minister, Dr. Minloff. 
Any unreasonableness on his part would certainly have been 
greater if he had had an exaggerated majority of three-quarters 
of the seats or more, as he would have had under a majority 
system. The same applies to the 1971 election, in which Dr. 
Mintoff’s Labour party regained power with a majority of just 
one seat. 

In Gibraltar, adoption of PR for electing five members of the 
Legislative Council set up in 1950 was due to dissatisfaction 
with the working of the limited vote in the election of councillors. 
In filling the seven elective places on the City Council, each 
elector could exercise only four votes; nevertheless, in 1945, the 
largest party (the Association for the Advancement of Civil 
Rights, or AACR), by organizing a fairly even distribution of 
its votes among its seven cadidates, secured all seven scats. 
Subsequent elections under the limited vote aroused little 
interest; that of 1947 was uncontested. 

The first PR election for the Legislative Council in 1950 gave 
the following result; 



No, of 

1 st pref 

Seats 


candidates 

votes 

won 

AACR 

4 

3^250 

3 

Independents of the Right 

2 

2.589 

2 

Independent Left of Centre 

I 

671 

0 

Labour 

2 

540 

0 


The poll was 53 per cent, compared with 71 per cent in the City 
Council election of 1945 and 35 per cent in that of 1950. Papers 
spoiled for reasons connected with the voting method went up 
from about 0-5 per cent in the City Council elections to i -5 per 
cent, which, however, cannot be regarded as high in the first 
election by a new method, with about half the voters (the 
women) voting for the first time. There was very marked dis¬ 
crimination between one candidate and another of the same 
party. The returning officer and staff carried out the election 
without difficulty. 

A new constitution, negotiated in 1968, set up a single House 
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of Assembly, superceding the Legislative Council and City 
Council. A conference of those two bodies, plus representatives 
of the Integration with Britain Party, agreed on the limited 
vote (8 votes for 15 seats) for the first election of the new House 
later in 1969; this was to be reconsidered after the first election 
but no change has yet taken place. The second limited vote 
election, in 1972, illustrates vividly the defects of the limited vote 
(see p. 85). To secure their fair shares of the seats, the parties 
were obliged to limit themselves to eight candidates each for the 
15 seats, and the voters were unable to show approval or dis¬ 
approval of individual candidates; in each party, its eight 
candidates polled nearly the same number of votes. ^ 


IRELAND 

‘It had to be this kind of a world before the Irish could drop 
out of sight as the most peaceful nation in it.*—Canadian news¬ 
paper, quoted by Reader*s Digesty JviXy 1951. 


The most important applications of proportional representa¬ 
tion by the single transferable vote have been in Ireland. That 
country’s experience of the system illustrates very well how PR 
works—its effects on the party system, on the stability of govern¬ 
ments, on the quality of elected representatives and on the 
influence exerted by the voters—and it is therefore worth 
detailed consideration. 

The use of PR began in Ireland (as it did in Australia) with 
a local government election. The town of Sligo, under a very 
one-sided council on which the most heavily rated section of the 
citizens had never been able to obtain representation, ran into 
increasing financial difficulties and finally went bankrupt. As a 
result there sprang into existence a vigorous Ratepayers’ 
Association in which many members of the hitherto unrepre¬ 
sented minority took a prominent part. After much discussion, 
this Association and the Corporation agreed upon a bill, the 
Sligo Corporation Bill, 1918, giving the Corporation unlimited 
powers on three conditions: (i) that there should be an early 
election, (2) that this election should be held under the propor¬ 
tional system, and (3) that the Irish Local Government Board 
should have power to intervene in the event of any failure in the 

* For details see Rtpresenlation, No. 49, October 1972. 
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administration. The bill was duly promoted and became law 
without opposition, and Sligo became the first town in the 
United Kingdom to elect its council by PR. 

The election aroused unprecedented interest and there was a 
73 per cent poll. In each of the three eight-member wards there 
were i6 candidates—Ratepayers’ Association, Sinn Fein, 
Labour and Independents. The method of voting was explained 
at a town’s meeting addressed by John H. Humphreys and by 
means of instructions on cinema screens and in the press; the 
proportion of papers spoiled through failure to understand the 
system was i per cent. For the most part, voters recorded a 
sufficient number of preferences (non-transferable papers in 
the West ward numbered 33 out of 940), and the parties made 
no attempt to impose on their supporters a particular order of 
preference. In every ward, representation was shared among 
the three parties and (in the two wards they contested) Indepen¬ 
dents, and in the West ward a member of both a religious and a 
political minority, the Protestant Unionist candidate, was 
elected on the first count with nearly twice as many votes as any 
other candidate. 


Sligo Municipal Elections (all wards) 
Analysis of Party Results 


Party 

First preferences 

Seats in proportion 
to first preferences 

Seats actually 
obtained 

Ratepayers’ Association 

823 

8-94 

8 

Sinn Fein 

674 

7-33 

7 

Labour 

432 

470 

5 

Independents 

279 

303 

4 

Totals 

2,208 

24*00 

24 


A typical press comment was that of the Sligo Champion of the 
18 January 1919: ‘The system has justified its adoption. We saw 
it work; we saw its simplicity; we saw its unerring honesty to 
the voter all through; we saw the result in the final count; and 
we join in the general expression of those who followed it with 
an intelligent interest—it is as easy as the old way; it is a big 
improvement and it is absolutely fair.’ 

The press and various local authorities advocated the exten¬ 
sion of the system to all local government elections; the govem- 
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merit agreed, and the Local Government (Ireland) Act of iqiq 
followed. Elections under this Act took place in igzo. 


Dublin Municipal Elections, lyso 
(Representation in British Parliament; 7 Sinn Fein, no others) 


Ward 

1 

Unionist 

or 

Reform, 

Ind. 

Nation¬ 

alist 

1 

Labour 

Sinn 

Fein 

\ 

1 

Total ! 

i 

Arran Quay 

— 

— 

1 

3 

5 


Clonlarf 

4 

— 

— 

— 

4 

8 ' 

Fitz william 

3 

— 

— 

i 

5 

9 

Inns Quay 


I 

I 

2 

6 

10 

Merchants Quay 

I 

— 

! ^ ! 

1 I 

, 4 

7 

Mountjoy 

— 

I 

i 2 

— 

1 4 

7 

New Kilmainham 

I 

— 

i I 

2 1 

' 5 

9 

North City 

I 

— 

i 2 

2 

3 

8 

Wood Quay 

— 

— 

! I 

2 

3 

6 

Trinity 

2 

— 


2 

3 

7 

Totals 

i 12 

2 

9 * 

15 

1 42 

80 


Belfast Municipal Ei-ections, 1920 
(Representation in British Parliament: 8 Unionists, i Nationalist) 


i 

' 

Ward 

- - 1 

Official 

Unionist 

Ind, 

{U, or Lab.) 

Nation¬ 

alist 

1 

Labour 

Sinn 

Fein 

Total 

Cromac 

5 

_ 

j 

I 


7 

Duncairn 

4 

1 (U.) 

I 

I 

— 

7 

Falls 

I 

— 

2 

I 

2 

6 

Ormeau 

4 

— 

— 

2 

— 

6 

Pottinger 

4 

— 

— 

I 

I 

6 

St. Anne’s 

4 

1 [Lab,) 

— 

1 

— 

6 

Shan kill 

4 

1 I iU,) 

— 

2 

1 

8 

Victoria 

4 

— 

I 

I 

I 

7 

Woodvale 

5 

— 

— 

2 

— 

7 

Totals 

35 

— 

5 

12 

5 

60 


On these elections many contradictory opinions were ex¬ 
pressed. The Unionists in the north were bitterly opposed to the 
system, and their expressed intention of abolishing it at the first 
opportunity led the British government to include in the Home 
Rule Bill a provision that no change was to be made for three 
years. Certain facts, however, are undeniable; one of these is 
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that *' ; 

Dublin and Belfast, were not made to appear, as they well might 

have done under a majority system, to be completely opposed. 

On the eorvtrary, the results showed clearly that in each city, 

and in nearly every one of their wards, opinion on the question 

of union or independence was divided. 

Encouraged by the local election results, the British govern¬ 
ment included in the Government of Ireland Act, 1920, a pro¬ 
vision that the two Irish parliaments set up under it should be 
elected by that same system, and specified constituencies that 
were to return from 3 to 8 members each. This was accepted by 
the Southern Irish, who later, of their own free will, incorporated 
PR in their own constitution, but it was resisted by the Ulster 
Unionists, who secured a reversion to the British system of elec¬ 
tion at the earliest moment permitted by the Act.^ In local 
government. Northern Ireland abolished PR in time for the 
1924 elections; for the Northern Ireland House of Commons 
the majority system was used for the first time in 1929. The 
four members for Queen’s University, Belfast, continued to be 
elected by PR until that constituency was abolished before the 
1969 election. 


NORTHERN IRELAND 

Since then, there has been endless controversy about the 
effect of this change and about the Unionists’ motives in making 
it.* The government’s own defence of its action is singularly 
weak. All that it amounts to is an assertion that the abolition of 
PR has made no difference to the representation of the anti- 
Unionist minority, and the alleged proof of this thesis is usually 
confined to quoting figures for members in the successive parlia¬ 
ments. 


^ Under the Government of Ireland Act, 1920, no bill to change the electoral 
.system could be tabled until three years after the establishment of tlic Northern 
Ireland Parliament, ic in June 1924. Further delay was caused by ‘grave con¬ 
siderations* referred to by the Prime Minister but not explained. 

* The reader who wishes to form an opinion on the merits of the ca.se should refer 
to the publications of the two sides, eg Ulster is British (Ulster Unionist Council, 
March 1949), One Vote Equals Two (All-party Anti-Partition Conference, 1949), 
Ulster and the Irish Republic by W. A. Carson (Wm. W. Cleland, 1956), a con¬ 
temporary analysis of local government results, reprinted by the Electoral 
Reform Society in 1972 under the title PR Urban Elections in Ulster^ ^9^0, and 
Northern Ireland, the Elections of the Twenties, by James Knight and Nicolas Baxter- 
Moorc. 
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Total seats 

Government 




Contested 

Uncontested 

(Unionists) 

Opposition 

Others 

PR -j 

r 1921 

52 

0 

40 

12 

~ 

L1925 

40 

12 

37 

12 

3 


1929 

30 

22 

40 

12 

— 


1933 

19 

33 

40 

12 

- 


1938 

31 

21 

41 

11 

- 

Majority 
system 1 

1945 

1949 

32 

32 

20 

20 

37 

40 

13 

12 

2 

1953 

27 

25 

39 

12 

1 


1958 

25 

27 

37 

14 

I 


1962 

28 

24 

34 

17 

I 


.1965 

29 

23 

37 

15 

— 

These figures, however. 

arc insufficient proof, 

because, for all 


the table shows to the contrary, the twelve anti-Unionist mem¬ 
bers in 1953 may represent twice as many voters as did the 
twelve in 1925; it is most unusual for political opinion in any 
country to remain eis static as these election results suggest. We 
can, of course, obtain totals of votes cast for the parties and these 
also, admittedly, show no great change since 1925. But the 
number of uncontested seats increased very greatly after the 
change to the majority system; hence, the real strength of 
opinion on each side can only be estimated. No answer is given 
to the question: why does the government refuse an electoral 
system under which the strength of majority and minority 
would be known with certainty and would be reflected with 
certainty in the parliament? Suspicion of the motive must be 
aroused by the discover that in the one constituency continuing 
to use the single transferable vote (Queen’s University), the 
representation did change drastically. In 1921, the Unionist vote 
was so overwhelming (1,705 against 201 for Sinn Fein) that that 
party took all the four seats; this preponderance of votes has 
gradually decreased, with Independents making headway. In 
the 1962 election, the Unionists polled only 57 per cent of the 
votes, winning two seats to one each for a Liberal and an Inde¬ 
pendent Nationalist. 

An explanation which seems likely to be correct was given by 
Phelim O’Neill in a debate in the Northern Ireland House of 
Commons on the 10 November 1971. This was that ‘one of the 
big Unionist party boss men’ had found that his popularity with 
the voters was so low as to put his seat in danger and had there- 
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lore insisted on the change to a system which enabled the party 
to give him a safe seat. 

Whether the abolition of PR has or has not made any differ¬ 
ence to the composition of the Northern Ireland parliament (or 
of local councils), it has certainly tended to embitter relations 
between Unionists and Nationalists. This is due not only to the 
real or assumed under-representation of the political minority; 
not only to real or suspected gerrymandering to bring that 
about, but also to the effect of the system in making the political 
division appear to coincide with the religious one. Every govern¬ 
ment MP has been a Protestant, and, with rare exceptions, every 
opposition MP a Catholic; therefore, every political quarrel 
becomes a religious quarrel and vice versa. A case in point was 
the Education Bill of 1968, which affected the denominational 
schools: the Roman Catholic point of view on this matter was 
put solely from the opposition benches, the Protestant solely 
from the government benches. In a corresponding debate in the 
Ddil at the same date, the views of the religious minority would 
have had their spokesmen in all parts of the house, including the 
government front bench. This difference is a direct consequence 
of their different electoral systems. Catholic Unionists exist, but 
none can hope to be nominated as his party’s sole candidate in 
a single-member constituency; PR on the contrary forces each 
major party to nominate more than one candidate and in Eire 
there is no resistance to including a member of the Protestant 
minority with Catholics—indeed he will probably be welcomed 
as a means of attracting votes from both communities. To such 
an extent has religion died out of politics in the Republic that it 
is quite a difficult matter to find out which Deputies are of which 
religion. 

The single-member system has also tended to make the party 
divisions much more rigid in the Six Counties than in the 
Twenty Six. In both parts of Ireland, the two main parties have 
an historical basis, but the single-member system makes it much 
more difficult for them to evolve along any other lines. Any 
elector wishing to remain part of the United Kingdom has been 
able to promote that only by voting for the one Unionist candi¬ 
date in his constituency, no matter what that candidate’s idezis 
might be about anything else, but a supporter of Fianna Fail or 
Fine Gael can continue to vote for that party while discriminating 
among its candidates according to their views on topical problems. 
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The Northern Ireland general election of 1969 was called by 
the Prime Minister, Captain O’Neill, for just such a purpose— 
to obtain a clear verdict for or against his leadership—but the 
system prevented it from fulfilling that purpose. The election, 
which followed violent clashes between those opposing Captain 
O’Neill’s moderate reforms and those demanding much greater 
extensions of civil rights, aroused quite exceptional interest, the 
uncontested seats fell to seven, and electors in 22 constituencies 
had for the first time since 1925 a choice between different 
Unionist candidates, ie between candidates taking opposite 
sides in the leadership dispute which was tearing the party apart. 
Which of these was elected, however, depended largely on 
which secured the official nomination by the local Unionist 
organization; their votes were far from being an accurate 
measure of public opinion. The votes polled and seats won by 
the numerous groups in the 45 contested constituencies were as 
follows (the classification of some Unionists was doubtful):— 


Candidates 

anti-O’Neill 

official 

Unionist 16 113,885 

unofficial 

Unionist 2 9)567 

Protestant U. 

(Paisley) 6 25,356 


Votes polled 


> 148,808 


j 


Seats won 



pro-O’Neill 

official 

Unionist 22 
unofficial 

Unionist 15 

N.I. Labour 16 
Repub. Labour 5 
Nationalist 8 

Ind. Nationalist 2 
Nat. Democratic 7 
Liberal 2 

People’s Prog. i 
People’s Dem. 8 
Independent 2 


173.805 
72,120 J 

45.113' 

13.155 

42,315 

7.001 

26,009 

7.337 

2,929 
23.645 , 
14.976 j 


245.925 


>182,480 J 


f 428,405 


^17 

3 J 

2 

2' 

2 

t 5 

1 

o 

o 

o 

o 

2 


20 " 


12t 


U2*t 


Totals 212 577,213 


45 *t 


* Plus 6 unnopposed. 
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This result was consistent with public opinion polls showing a 
more than two to one support for the Prime Minister, but it gave 
a very different impression. In particular, his prestige suffered 
by nearly losing his own seat to the Rev. Ian Paisley although 
the total votes for him and for an even more anti-Paisley candi¬ 
date were 10,055 against 6,331 for Paisley. 

Had the single transferable vote been retained in Northern 
Ireland, it is highly probable that the rift in the Unionist party 
would never have reached this point, for its more progressive 
voters would have been able to give preference to its more pro¬ 
gressive candidates and reform would have begun gradually 
long before. But even if STV had been restored only just in time 
for this election, it would have given every voter a really free 
choice and would have made that choice clear beyond dispute. 

In the actual event, conditions rapidly deteriorated, with a 
great increase in violence, so that first the British army had to 
be called in to protect the population, and then in March 1972 
the Stormont parliament was suspended, direct rule from West¬ 
minster being imposed. During the same period, a reconstruc¬ 
tion of local government in the province was undertaken, the 
new and larger authorities being due to assume their functions 
in 1973. 

With the worsening of relations between the Protestant and 
Roman Catholic communities, there came an increasing demand 
—eventually unanimous on the non-Unionist side—for a return 
to PR in order to lessen the acuteness of the division between 
them. The British government, supported by the Opposition, 
acceded to this demand, first for the new district councils and 
then for the 78-member Assembly which replaced the House of 
Commons and Senate. For the councils, single-member wards 
had already been drawn, but these were combined, with little 
controversy, into larger areas, each electing from 4 to 8 coun¬ 
cillors. Voting in these took place on 30 May 1973. 

The election of the Assembly being felt to be a matter of 
urgency, time was saved by using for this the existing 12 con¬ 
stituencies returning Northern Ireland MPs to Westminster; 
each was allotted from 5 to 8 members, according to its elec¬ 
torate. The Assembly election took place on 28 June 1973. 

All the publicity media were used for instruction in the new 
system, and the electors experienced little difficulty. In the 
district council elections, polls were very high by English local 
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government standards, ranging from 43 to nearly 80 per cent; 
invalid papers were about per cent, and most voters appeared 
to have realized the significance of their preferences and to liave 
used tliem intelligently. 

In their second (Assembly) election, tlie voters were even less 
in need of help. The number of invalid votes rose somewhat, but 
this was due to a campaign by the Provisional IRA to induce 
people to spoil their papers. There were signs of a tendency for 
supporters of a party to number its candidates in the alphabetical 
order in which they appeared on the ballot paper, but this did 
not prevent support for a candidate of high reputation from 
being demonstrated in a way that would have been impossible 
with X-voting. In the 7-member constituency of South Down, 
the Unionist leader, Brian Faulkner, polled ten times as many 
first preferences as the Unionist candidate, Broadhurst, appear¬ 
ing above him on the ballot paper, while if the same people had 
been voting with Xs there would have been seven Unionist 
candidates, all elected with nearly equal votes. 

In both elections, the great majority of voters remained as 
strongly polarized as ever, but the vital difference was that 
nobody could any longer vote either Orange or Green without 
distinguishing between different shades of his colour, and that, 
moreover, any voter willing to recognize that there might be 
something to be said for some of those on the other side was 
enabled to express that opinion without risk of thereby harming 
his own side. Substantial numbers did in fact cross the sectarian 
line, even to the length of expressing preferences among all the 
candidates. 

The result was a fair reflection, not only of the Unionist/ 
anti-Unionist division, but also of shades of opinion on each 
side, and in particular of those who wanted to accept the White 
Paper and make the new Assembly work and those who did not. 

The figures for the Assembly election are shown on p. 259. 

What eff ects the change of electoral system will have on the life 
of Northern Ireland will appear only in the course of time, but 
some signs of the good influence predicted by advocates of the 
single transferable vote were evident immediately. During the 
elections themselves, theix were many comments to the effect 
that the atmosphere was calmer and more serious than in 
previous elections. In the district councils, a remarkable change 
was seen in the place formerly most noted for bitterness, namely 
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Northern Ireland Assembly Election, June 1973 


i 

1 

Constiis, 1 
fought j 

Votes i 

0/ ! 

1 

Seats 

won 

Seats j 

/o 

VUPP (Craig) i 

i 

12 i 

10-5 i 

8 

10*3 

DUP (Paisley) 1 

11 ! 

10-6 j 

8 

10*3 

Other Loyalists l 

Unionists i 

4 ; 


I 

1*3 

anti-White Paper | 

6 ! 

»3-4 

10 

12*8 

pro-White Paper 

9 

25*9 

23 

29*4 

Alliance 1 

12 1 

9-2 1 

8 

10*3 

NILP 1 

4 1 

i 2-6 

1 

1*3 

SDLP 

12 

1 22-1 

19 

24*3 

Nationalists 

3 

I*I 

0 

0 

Republican Clubs 

6 

1*8 

0 

0 

Others 

7 

1*3 

0 

0 

Totals 

i' 

1 

100*0 

cc 

100*0 


Londonderry, when^ councillors forgot their religious difl'erences 
in a common endeavour to improve conditions for the whole 
community.* 

The Assembly began less auspiciously, with the Loyalists pur¬ 
suing their declared intention of preventing it from working. 
The majority nevertheless carried through the main business of 
the first meeting, which was to elect the presiding officer, and he 
promptly proceeded to carry out his constitutional duty of 
appointing the Executive from among nominees of the various 
parties. He selected a balanced body, including three members 
of the Loyalist coalition. Although the latter had declared that 
they would have nothing to do with what they regarded as an 
illegal body, one of them, a dissident Unionist, promptly changed 
his mind, and shortly afterwards the Rev. Ian Paisley also 
agreed to serve. 


REPUBLIC OF IRELAND 

The whole political development in what is now the Republic 
of Ireland has been very different from that north of the Border. 
Though the new state began its life in civil war, Canon Luce of 
Dublin was able to say, after eight PR elections, ‘PR has been a 
healing force in our midst. Old political feuds are dying; public 
spirit is replacing faction. . . . The voice of reason is heard and 
^ Gillian Linscott, Guardian, 5 July 1973. 
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the gun is silent. ... PR has been a unifying force, and unity is 
strength.’^ 

These effects began to show themselves from the beginning, 
when, as already mentioned,® PR made it possible (or the Irish 
people to express their opinion for or against acceptance of the 
Treaty with Britain. This first election took place in June 1922, 
in accordance with a provision in the Treaty that an election 
should be held as soon as possible after the signature, in order to 
give the Irish electors an opportunity of confirming the settle¬ 
ment. The leaders of the pro- and anti-Trcaty elements, how¬ 
ever, came to an agreement to avoid contests and nominated an 
agreed panel of candidates. Their pact admitted the right of 
others to contest the election, but when considerable numbers of 
other candidates were in fact nominated, the signatories of the 
Pact, Michael Collins and dc Valera, issued a manifesto against 
them. Under the old single-member system, this combination of 
the strength of the two main parties would have deterred most 
others from standing and would have ensured the defeat of any 
who did stand. As it turned out, 47 candidates outside the agreed 
panel were nominated, thus forcing a contest, not for 47 seats 
only, but in three quarters of the constituencies. Once a contest 
was secured, the voters found themselves, not limited (as they 
would have been in a single-member constituency) to electing 
one Panel candidate, who might be pro- or anti-Treaty, but 
invited to select among several Panel candidates of varying 
opinions on the Treaty, in addition to non-Pancl candidates. 
The very decided success of the pro-Treaty candidates (who 
got 68 per cent both of the votes and of the contested seats) made 
the wishes of the people clear beyond dispute.® 

Subsequent elections^ have followed the more familiar party 
pattern, and have indeed disappointed the expectation of those 
who thought PR would make impossible party government on 
the British model.® It is true that no one party has ever had a 
large majority—sometimes no party has had any clear majority 
—and that party leaders have often been impatient of their 
position and inclined to resort too readily to a fresh election in 

^ Irish Times, 23 June 1938. 

* See p. 132. 

^ Had British elections been conducted under the same system, the electors 
would similarly have been able to express their opinions on the Treaty of Rome. 

* See Appendix 11 , p. 284. 

Sec Dr. Nicholas Mansergh, The Irish Free State, its Government and Politics, 
Allen & Unwin, 1934, p. 329. 
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an attempt to escape from it. Even so, there were only eight 
general elections from 1922 till the Second World War, com¬ 
pared with six in Britain. Since 1944, each country has had 
eight general elections, producing five changes of government in 
Ireland and four in Britain. No ‘landslide’ occurred in any 
Irish election, and no defeat of valued personalities; when 
Cosgrave’s party lost the election in 1932, he and all his ministers 
kept their seats, and the same applied to de Valera and his 
colleagues on their party’s defeat in 1948. 

The influence which the single transferable vote gives to a 
candidate’s personal merits appears clearly in all elections. The 
transfers of votes show that at least nine-tenths of Irish electors 
vote on party lines—giving their first n preferences to the n 
candidates of their preferred party—but they can and do dis¬ 
criminate sharply among the candidates of that party. Usually 
(as should be the case if a party’s internal organization is 
reasonably democratic), the voters demonstrate their approval 
of their party’s recognized leaders; for instance, in the 1965 
election the retiring Taoiseach, Sean Lemass in Dublin South- 
central, polled 12,400 first preferences compared with 2,175, 
1,464 and 1,349 party colleagues, while his successor. 

Jack Lynch in Cork City, got 12,853 compared with 4,230, 
3,027 and 1,425. In 1969, Lynch got five times as many first 
preferences as his one party colleague. These figures are the 
spontaneous expression of the voters’ own opinions (the parties 
have only very rarely tried to suggest any particular order of 
voting among their candidates, and then with little success) and 
the voters are perfectly free to put the leader last if they so wish. 
Rebellions against the known wishes of the party organization 
do indeed occur. A notable case was that of Dr. Noel Browne in 
1957. Having been narrowly defeated as a Fianna Fail can¬ 
didate in the previous election in Dublin South-east, he was 
refused renomination by that party but stood as an Indepen¬ 
dent; the voters showed themselves to be on his side in that 
dispute and elected him ahead of the official Fianna Fail can¬ 
didates. 

In such a case, the Independent has a far better chance than 
under the British system, for his supporters need have no hesita¬ 
tion either in nominating him or in voting for him, since this 
cannot ‘split the vote’, and he need obtain only a quota of the 
votes instead of being set the probably impossible task of polling 
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more than any of the organized parties. These advantages more 
than make up for the difficulty a lone candidate may have in 
making himself known over the large constituency. A good 
many Independents, and candidates of small parlies, have from 
time to time been successful, but the Irish now show a tendency 
to be satisfied with only a small number of parties, with the 
choice which the transferable vote affords within them. The 
Dail elected in 1965 contained only Fianna Fail, Fine Gael and 
Labour deputies, plus two Farmers and one from Clann na 
Poblachta which has since disbanded, and in 1969 and 1973 
only three parties obtained representation. 

Some of the eflccts of the system in the particular conditions 
of Ireland have already been discussed; there are others which 
might be expected to reproduce themselves in any country. No 
one party has ever secured the support of much more than half 
the voters; consequently, no one party has ever had the steam¬ 
roller majority which is such a common feature of British (and 
Northern Ireland) parliaments. Governments have nearly 
always been drawn from one party only, but that party has been 
in no position to ignore the views of others; its majority has 
always been small, and could easily disappear if offended electors 
turned against it in one or two by-elections. The behaviour of 
the government, and of deputies generally, has been in sharp 
contrast to that of British governments and MPs in similar cir¬ 
cumstances—say, in the 1950 and 1964 parliaments. The con¬ 
trast is exactly what would be expected by advocates of the 
single transferable vole and opponents of a majority system. In 
Britain, both government and opposition devoted more attention 
to the possibilities of a new election than to governing in accor¬ 
dance with the verdict of the last one. The government whips, in 
order to maintain their precarious majority, insisted on the 
attendance of every supporter. The Opposition watched for a 
chance for a snap division. Both were waiting for some small 
change in public opinion which might give a substantial majority 
to either, and were ready to gamble on this when the time came. 
Very little of this ever appears in the Irish Dail. Government 
majorities have always been small, perhaps dependent on one or 
two Independents and in two cases dependent on several parties, 
yet there has been no feeling of recurrent anxiety and crisis. The 
factors already discussed on p. 178 (the certainty of election 
results and the improved opportunities for co-operation between 
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parties) produced an atmosphere in which stable government 
could be carried on. 

Only three times has the result of an election necessitated a 
coalition (or ‘intcr-party’) government. The first was in 1948. 
Throughout that election campaign, Mr. de Valera, as leader 
of Fianna Fail, insisted that the country must give his party a 
clear majority, otherwise chaos would ensue. As de Valera 
himself would not contemplate sharing power with anyone else, 
the only alternative to a Fianna Fail government was a coalition 
of the other parties. Those parties, he said, having nothing in 
common but dislike of him, could not combine to form a 
government, or, if they did succeed in the attempt, would not 
be able to maintain their collaboration for more than a few 
weeks. On the 9th February, when the result of the election was 
known except for the postponed contest in Carlow-Kilkenny, 
de Valera said in that constituency, ‘a coalition government, 
formed from five or six parties with their divergent views and 
conflicting programmes, and with a combined strength only 
equal to that of Fianna Fail, obviously could not last. Such a 
government, if it should ever get down to serious work, would fly 
apart and we should be forced into another general election with¬ 
in a few months’.* Not only was there no ‘general election 
within a few months’; three years passed with no hint of one, no 
resignations, no crises—in short, Eire’s lack of a majority for any 
one party placed her in less difficulty during those three years 
than the British government’s small majority occasioned in as 
many weeks. 

While opinions necessarily differ about the merits of any 
government, this Irish government appears for most of its life 
to have given unusual satisfaction to the majority of its people. 
The British government of 1945-50 boasted, with good reason, of 
its record in holding seats in by-elections; but the Irish govern¬ 
ment actually increased its poll in the Donegal West by-election. 

This increase in popular support seems to be suflicient answer 
to the only substantial charge brought against the inter-party 
governmens—that of undue influence exerted by the small 
Clann na Poblachta. That party’s leader, Sean MacBride, in 
supporting Costello’s nomination as Taoiseach, said: ‘Clann na 
Poblachta could not claim to have received a mandate from the 
people to repeal the External Relations Act. This would there- 

’ Irish Times, 9 February 1948. 
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fore remain in abeyance... on the other matters he was prepared 
to co-operate with other parties in giving effect to those portions 
of their policy on which there was common agreement.’^ The 
government did, however, repeal the External Relations Act in 
December 1948, and this has naturally been said to be a case of 
pressure exerted by a small party in a balancing position. Those 
concerned have, however, denied that any such pressure was 
exerted, and certainly no sign of dissension within the govern¬ 
ment became evident to the public. It is clear that the repeal 
was not resented by the elctorate; if it had been, they would not 
have turned out in increased numbers to vote in a by-election 
for the government responsible and would not have shown a 
marked preference for the first candidate to stand expressly on 
a coalition platform. One important factor in assisting the 
formation and development of that inter-party government is 
illustrated by that by-election in Donegal West. The single 
transferable vote (even when used to fill a single vacancy) makes 
unnecessary the arrangements between the parties which the 
British electoral system forced upon those supporting the 
National Government in the general election of 1931. In Ireland, 
there being no possibility of‘splitting the vote’, no party needed 
to stand down for any other, and those favouring the inter-party 
government could give it their full support while at the same 
time indicating which of its components they preferred. 

By the end of its third year, the inter-party government lost 
the support of some Independents. The main reason for seeking 
a dissolution was a dispute over the policy of the Minister for 
Health, Dr. Noel Browne, who had taken steps that incurred 
the disapproval of the Roman Catholic Church. The Prime 
Minister took the side of the Church, and Dr. Browne resigned 
both from the government and from his own party, Clann na 
Poblachta. It has already been pointed out that in a British 
general election it is impossible for the electors to express their 
opinion on such a matter except by treating it as the sole question 
that determines their votes. It is also easy to imagine the fate of a 
member of the British Cabinet (no matter how popular) who 
had quarrelled with the Prime Minister and left his party. The 
Irish election of 1951 offers a striking contrast on both these 
points. The movement of opinion as regards the parties was 
small except in the case of Clann na Poblachta, which lost heavily. 

* Iris/i Tirn/fs, ig February 1948. 
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The votes given to individuals, however, were strikingly differ¬ 
ent; in particular, Browne himself polled half as many votes 
again as his former party had done in the same constituency in 
1948, and candidates supporting him also increased their polls. 
It seems perfectly clear that the weight of public opinion was on 
his side. 

Though the inter-party government lost that election, another 
was formed after the next election in 1954. In that campaign all 
parties other than Fianna Fail made it clear that a vote for them 
was a vote for that form of government; this inter-party group 
secured 56-6 per cent of the votes and 55-8 per cent of the seats. 

It is therefore clear that the Irish people do not, or at any rate 
did not in 1954, share the opinion of Fianna Fail that coalition 
government is necessarily a bad thing or that it has proved 
disastrous in Ireland. That contention was one of the main 
arguments put forward by the Fianna Fail government in its 
two attempts to secure a change in the system, in 1959 and in 
1968. It was also that party’s main argument in the general 
election of 1969, but did not prevent its vote from falling from 
47-6 to 45-8 per cent. The Fianna Fail government remained in 
power, and indeed gained three scats, simply because of a re¬ 
distribution which increased the number of 3-member con¬ 
stituencies from 17 to 26 and reduced the 5-membcr ones from 9 
to 2.^ 

In that election, there were 5 constituencies where the 
opposition parties could have gained a seat from Fianna Fail if 
more of their supporters had used their preferences fully for all 
Fine Gael and Labour candidates. By the next election, in 
February 1973, those two parties had reached an agreement to 
encourage voters to do that. Most of their supporters agreed 
with the proposed coalition and therefore marked preferences 
first for Fine Gael candidates and then for Labour ones or vice 
versa, with the result that the combined votes for all ‘coalition’ 
candidates in the last stage of the election amounted to 51*9 per 
cent of the total and the coalition found itself in power with 50-7 
per cent of the seats. 

That 1973 election provides an instructive contrast to the one 
a few days later in France, under the second ballot. After 
negotiations carried on for years, the opposition parties did 
agree on a common programme and on arrangements to stand 

* See p. 128. 
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down for one another on the second ballot, but this did not 
enable the rank and file voters to show whether they approved 
or not, nor did it secure for the Left its fair share of the seats: the 
alliance polled rather more votes than the Gaullists, especially 
on the first ballot, but secured only 182 seats against the Gaullists’ 
274 - 

While leaders of all parties in the Republic have repeatedly 
expressed their attachment to the electoral system, de Valera 
and other Fianna Fail leaders have from time to time shown 
signs of resenting the limitations placed upon their power and 
envying the position of so many British (and Northern Ireland) 
governments with their impregnable majorities. The first move 
was an Act of 1934 which reduced the number of deputies per 
constituency to a maximum of five—thus reducing the chances 
of the smaller parties and increasing the margin by which the 
largest party’s seats may exceed the proportional number. Even 
so, the divergences from proportionality have been very small 
compared with the anomalies of any majority system, and in no 
single instance has an election for even as few as three seats 
resulted in one party’s capturing the whole representation.^ 

In the early stages of the 1948 election, de Valera threw out 
hints that, if returned again, he would seek to abolish PR: 
nothing, however, was said about this in his later speeches, and 
one must infer that the proposal was not popular.* 

The first direct test of public opinion on this subject was in 
1959. A bill to abolish PR and susbstitute the first-past-the-post 
system in single-member constituencies was passed by the Ddil 
after months of debate, overriding a rejection by the Senate, but 
as PR is entrenched in the constitution this could not become 
law without a referendum. A hotly contested campaign went 
on in the country from the first proposal in November 1958 to 
the poll the following June, and the people voted by a narrow 
majority to retain PR. 

for the amendment to the constitution 453>322 

against 486,989 

majority against 33,667 

^ There was in the 1948 D 4 il one constituency, Galway South, whose three 
deputies all belonged to the Fianna F 4 il party. There, however, the contest was in 
fact for only two scats, the third being that of the Speaker, who, by law, is returned 
unopposed. 

® Since that election, de Valera has expressly advocated PR as the means of 
electing a parliament of all Ireland. 
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A remarkable feature of the referendum was that it was coupled 
with a presidential election in which dc Valera was one of the 
two candidates and that this produced the opposite result—de 
Valera saw his proposal rejected but was himself elected presi¬ 
dent by a majority of 120,467—538,003 against 417,536. While 
the people were exhorted to vote ‘Yes and de Valera’, a large 
number voted ‘No and de Valera’. This indicated an indepen¬ 
dence of mind and a degree of political maturity which should be 
welcomed even by those who disagree with the decision. 

There was a good deal of confusion, caused by having two 
votes together, with different systems of marking the ballot 
paper (i for president, X for yes or no), and the spoiled papers 
in the referendum (four times as many as in any Irish PR elec¬ 
tion) actually exceeded the NO majority. Moreover, the poll 
was much lower than is usual in elections to the Dail. This no 
doubt encouraged the government to try again, and a second 
referendum on a similar bill was held in October 1968. 

This time, the rejection was quite decisive: 

Yes 423,498 

No 657,898 

Majority for retaining PR 232,400 

It will be seen that the total poll was substantially higher, which 
is remarkable, considering that no personal election was involved 
but only purely constitutional questions. As before, there were 
two votes, but the other was on a proposal to increase the amount 
by which the number of electors per deputy might be allowed to 
vary between one constituency and another. This was widely 
interpreted as a manoeuvre to weight the constituencies in 
favour of the depopulated west, where Fianna Fail is strong, but 
it did not find favour even in the west and the voting on the two 
proposals was almost identical. 

Again, there must have been a large number of people who 
generally support Fianna Fail but voted against it on this 
question—an adult attitude which supports the claim that the 
single transferable vote encourages electors to think for them¬ 
selves rather than follow their party right or wrong. A major 
factor in producing a higher total poll and a much higher NO 
vote was no doubt the advent of television: many people who in 
1959 heard only the government’s side of the case, in 1968 got 
both sides, plus a good deal of purely factual material. 
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It is to be hoped that this result will be accepted as conclusive 
but it will be wise to be prepared for another attempt to intro¬ 
duce single-member constituencies but with the alternative vote. 
The government made a tactical error in rejecting an amend¬ 
ment to substitute this for the first-past-the-post system, for it 
would have been much easier to get votes for this by representing 
it to be only a modification of the existing system. Its advocates 
did indeed persist in referring to it as ‘PR in single-seat con¬ 
stituencies’, however many times it was pointed out to them that 
there can never be anything proportional about the fitting oi a 
single seat. 

Fianna Fail governments have also tried to reduce the effec¬ 
tiveness of PR by repeatedly decreasing the number of Deputies 
elected from one constituency, which in 1923 ranged from 3 in 
8 constituencies up to 9 in i. The most important changes were 
in 1947, when the maximum was reduced to 5, and in 1969, 
when most constituencies (26) were reduced to the constitutional 
minimum of 3 Deputies each, 14 others returning 4 each, and 
only two 5 each. This increases the number of ineffective votes 
and hence the likely discrepancies between the parties’ popular 
support and their representation.' The coalition government 
elected in 1973 is expected to reverse the trend. 

Ireland’s electoral system has helped to promote co-operation 
between people of different parties and to weaken the tradition 
that a government should resign if unable to secure parliamen¬ 
tary approval for every item in its programme. While Fianna 
Fail still sets a high value on party discipline, the inter-party 
government realized that it could not work unless deputies were 
allowed considerable freedom to make their own decisions on 
the merits of each proposal. The difference in attitude was 
illustrated during a debate on an amendment to that govern¬ 
ment’s transport bill: while government supporters spoke and 
voted according to their varied opinions on the amendment, 
the opposition first sought to find out whether the government 
officially favoured the amendment or not, and eventually voted 
as a party against it. There was no question of the government’s 
resignation; it simply accepted the decision of a majority of the 
Dail that the bill would not be improved by the amendment. 

In Switzerland, legislative proposals may be, and often are, 
rejected by referendum without involving the government’s 
* See Garret FitzGerald, Sunday Independent (Dublin), 12 November 1972. 
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resignation.^ NNVren tive ItoVv Etec Stale constitution was being 
drafted, tbis feature of tbe Swiss constitution was considered,® 
and under the first coalition the subject was revived. At least 
three leading figures in different parties (William Norton, 
Labour, Eamonn O’Neill, Fine Gael, and Sean McBride, Clann 
na Poblachta) have also put forward a suggestion similar to 
Swiss practice that the Cabinet should be elected by the Dail, 
using the single transferable vote. No progress has been made 
alorvg this line, but it remains a possibility. It is also one of the 
suggestions under consideration for the reform of government in 
Northern Ireland. 


POSTSCRIPT 

The Royal Commission on the Constitution which reported 
in October 1973 was divided on many points but unanimous 
on at least one: that any future regional assemblies which might 
be set up must be elected as the Northern Ireland one had been. 
‘The Scottish or Welsh assembly would be a single-chamber 
body of about 100 members directly elected for a fixed term of 
four years by the single transferable vote form of proportional 
representation.’ (vol. I, p. 340.) The report examines (vol. I, 
pp. 238-40) the pros and cons of various electoral systems, and 
attaches great importance to minority representation and to a 
wide choice for the voter. 

This is the first report on the subject by an impartial official 
body since the Royal Commission of 1910. Its recommenda¬ 
tions are confined to regional assemblies, but it is bound to 
influence also public discussion of other elections. 

^ Civic Training in Switzerland^ p. 115. 

® See Nicholas Mansergh’s The Irish Free State, its Government and Politics, p. 160. 
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CHAPTER XI 


Conclusion 


I n our search for a voting system that will meet the require¬ 
ments of a modern democracy, we have examined the 
mechanics of various electoral methods and the influence 
these have had upon the character of democratic institutions and 
of governments. We have seen that, if any body of people are to 
exercise to the full their democratic right of choosing their rulers, 
the electoral system by which that choice is made is of immense 
importance. Unfortunately, there is among some politicians a 
disposition, often based on prejudice and ignorance, to rest 
satisfied with their institutions merely because they have acquired 
the sanctity of tradition, and to assume that they have reached a 
more or less final shape. Any modifications that are thought 
necessary are minor refinements designed to meet some need of 
the moment, and only too often framed by party politicians for 
their own advantage. Where universal suffrage has been 
attained, it is too often assumed that the electoral ideal has thus 
been achieved. This is not so, and improvement of the means by 
which the franchise is exercised is far from being a matter of 
purely academic interest. 

There is no such thing as finality in political development, and 
the evolution of democratic institutions is still at an early stage. 
In recent years a wealth of experience has become available of 
the working of such institutions at every level from the parlia¬ 
ment of a powerful state down to the committee of a voluntary 
society, and of the influence of voting systems upon them. This 
experience needs thorough examination by an impartial body 
such as a Royal Commission, but demands for this in the United 
Kingdom have so far been ignored by governments. The only 
such commission reported as long ago as 1910, when very little 
experience of proportional representation existed, and hardly 
any of the single transferable vote. Subsequent studies by 
Speaker’s Conferences have been largely futile, partly because 
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„ ncTsonnel ol sucb a coi^ference is incvviabW biased but even 
morl because it meets in private and pubbsbes no evtdcnce and 
no reasons for its conclusions. The British government s decision 
in 1973 to restore the single transferable vote in Northern I reland 
was indeed debated at length in Parliament, but without the 
publication of information sufficient for the public to judge 
whether that decisiorr was the right one. 

It would of course be quite wrong to imply that the electoral 
system can be considered in isolation as the one factor determin¬ 
ing the success or failure of a democracy; the best or the worst 
system will not of itself produce cither good or bad government. 
The best institutions will fail if people are unwilling or incompe¬ 
tent to work them, while inferior ones may succeed where there 
are favourable circumstances, good will and good sense. How¬ 
ever, the institutions will either help or hinder. An electoral 
system may encourage or discourage the elector’s participation, 
may give him a greater or a smaller feeling of responsibility; it 
may, if manifestly just, encourage peaceful acceptance of what¬ 
ever the result may be, or, if manifestly unjust, may encourage 
either unconstitutional revolt or disillusionment and withdrawal 
from the democratic process; it may make dishonest practices 
difficult and unrewarding or easy and profitable. 

Chapter I discussed the purposes of elections and referred to 
four purposes more or less generally accepted: refiection of the 
main opinions within the electorate, majority rule, election of 
personally suitable representatives, and strong and stable 
government. It is possible to devise electoral systems that will 
fulfil with certainty the first three of these purposes, and this 
will have its effect with regard to the fourth. An elected body 
reflecting the main trends of opinion within the electorate cannot 
be guaranteed by any majority system of election; it is guaran¬ 
teed by any proportional system so far as organized parties are 
concerned, and by the single translerable vote form of PR for 
substantial bodies of opinion of all kinds; the latter therefore 
also reflects opinions about whether there should be organized 
parties at all, and prevents their emergence where they are not 
generally desired (as, in general, in voluntary societies and to a 
large extent in local government). Rule by the majority is 
guaranteed by a proportional system, especially by one that 
allows the voters to express their wishes about such matters as 
possible alliances of parties or the policies that should be given 
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priority. Selection of representatives for their personal merits is 
an outstanding feature of the single transferable vote form of 
proportional representation. 

Whether these things will produce the fourth desideratum of 
strong and stable government will depend on other factors, but 
they must contribute towards it. When virtually every elector 
feels that he has a voice in choosing his rulers, and that this voice 
has been listened to, he is much more likely to accept the resulting 
government, even if unwelcome, and much less likely to attempt 
any kind of subversive action. A co-operative spirit is fostered, 
and its application is in the hands of those men and women most 
trusted by their electors; with the single transferable vote sharp 
divisions into mutually hostile factions are discouraged. Sweep¬ 
ing changes resulting from trifling causes are prevented, and 
gradual evolution in any direction desired by the bulk of the 
voters is facilitated. The elector who has his own effective voice, 
whether within or without a political party, is much more likely 
to use it responsibly, much less likely than many of today’s 
British electors to opt out of the democratic process on the ground 
that all it allows him to do is to support one or other of a few 
parties, all of which seem to him unsatisfactory. 

There is in fact, in Britain today, widespread dissatisfaction 
with various aspects of government at all levels, and growing 
divergence between the point of view of the ordinary elector and 
that of the party politician. The latter tends to see his party as 
embodying all that is best for his country or his town, and there¬ 
fore to seek domination for that party in the elected body. The 
average elector, on the contrary, does not sec one party as wholly 
good or wholly bad; he usually sees something to be said for and 
against each. Public opinion polls often show that on one par¬ 
ticular question the policy of the most popular party has less 
support than the contrary policy of its opponents; the polls also 
show very large support for the idea of a coalition government, 
which is anathema to most British politicians. Especially in the 
field of local government, many deplore the intrusion of party 
politics at all; many more deplore its excesses—exclusion from 
Council or House of Commons of personally admirable people 
not prepared to toe the line of the party dominant in their ward 
or constituency, or use of the whips to secure a vote contrary to 
the member’s real convictions. Most electors, however, have 
no idea of what, if anything, can be done to remedy the condi- 
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tions they deplore. This book seeks to inform them of what 
alternative systems are available and what their effects are likely 
to be; that is, to put the elector in a position to judge for himself 
whether any change in the system already existing in his country 
is desirable, and, if so, what change. 

Having made up his mind, the elector must then demand 
action. Elections are for the benefit of the electors, not for the 
political parties or any other interests, and the electors must see 
to it that they get a system which seems to them adequate for the 
expression of their views. 

For comment on the British general election of 1974, see 
Appendix VIII, page 302. 


s 
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Applications of Various Electoral Systems^ 

I. MAJORITY SYSTEMS 
A. Relative Majority (First-past-the-post System) 

(i) Single-member Constituencies 
United Kingdom. 

House of Commons: all members since 1950; 

most members from 1885 to 1945. 

Northern Ireland House of Commons 1929-69. 
Provincial County Councils; GLC since 1973. 
Other local Councils in Wards that elect only one 
Councillor annually. 

USA. 

House of Representatives (most members). 
Senate. 

Some local authorities. 

Canada. 

House of Commons. 

Provincial legislatures except New Brunswick and 
(1952-4) British Columbia. 

South Africa. 

House of Assembly. 

New Zealand. 

House of Representatives. 

(ii) Multi-member Constituencies [Block Vote) 

United Kingdom. 

House of Commons—constituencies returning two 
Members, 1885-1945. 

London County Council. (Superceded by GLC.) 

(3 members per constituency; formerly 2.) 
Greater London Council. 

(2 to 4 councillors per borough) 1964-70. 


' This list does not claim to be complete, but includes all the most important 
examples. 
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London Borough Councils. 

(2 to 9 councillors per ward.) 

Provincial Boroughs in some wards. 

Urban and Rural Districts not divided into 
wards; some wards of Districts. 

USA. 

Some local authorities. 

Canada. 

Provincial Parliament of New Brunswick. 

Greece. 

Chamber of Deputies at various periods. 

Turkey. 

National Assembly, 1950-57. 

Switzerland. 

National Council before 1919. 

Many unofficial committees in various countries. 

B. Absolute Majority 

(i) Single-member Constituencies 

(a) Second Ballot {or Exhaustive Ballot) 

France. 

Chamber of Deputies, 1928-45, at intervals before 
this, and since 1958. 

Germany. 

Reichstag, 1871-1918. 

Some Trade Unions. 

(b) Alternative Vote 
Canada. 

Alberta (except Calgary and Edmonton); Mani¬ 
toba (except Winnipeg); British Columbia 
1952-54. 

Australia. 

House of Representatives. 

Legislative Assemblies of all states except Tas¬ 
mania. 

Most local authorities since 1968. 

Some Trade Unions, including National Union of 
Mineworkers, National Union of Railwaymen and 
Electrical Trades Union. 

(ii) Multi-member Constituencies 
(a) Second Ballot 
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France. 

Some local authorities. 

Belgium. 

Chamber of Representatives before 1900. 

(b) Alternative Vote 
Australia. 

Senate, 1919-49. 

National Union of Mineworkers. \ in some 
N ational U nion of Railwaymen. j elections 

2. SEMI-PROPORTIONAL SYSTEMS 

A. Limited Vote 

United Kingdom. 

40 MPs in 13 constituencies, 1868-80. 

USA. 

Philadelphia City Council. 

Gibraltar. 

City Council, until abolished in 1969. 

House of Assembly, 1969. 

Eormerly, various local Councils in many countries. 

B. SlNGCE N ON-TRANSFERABLE VOTE 

Japan. 

House of Representatives, since 1900. 

C. Cumulative Vote 

United Kingdom. 

School Boards, 1870-1902 (Scotland until 1918). 
USA. 

Illinois State House of Representatives. 

Many company directors. 

3. PROPORTIONAL SYSTEMS 
A. Party List 

(i) JVb Choice between Candidates 
Germany. 

Reichstag, 1919-33. 

Many local authorities. 

Czechoslovakia, 1919-38 and 1945-48. 

Chamber of Deputies and Senate. 

France. 

National Assembly, 1945 and 1946.^ Seine and 
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Seine-et-Oise constituencies in 1951. 

Social security committees. 

Israel. 

Knesset. 

Turkey, since 1961. 

Guyana, since 1964. 

(ii) Choice allowed of one candidate within a list 
Belgium. 

Chamber of Representatives, since 1899. 

Part of Senate, since 1899. 

Provincial Councils, since 1920. 

Denmark. 

Folketing and local Councils since 1920. 
Netherlands. 

Second Chamber and local Councils since 1917. 
France. 

Councils of large towns. 

Finland. 

(Hi) Larger freedom of choice, extending to more than one can¬ 
didate within a list 
Italy. 

Chamber of Deputies. 

Norway. 

Local councils since 1920. 

Sweden. 

Both Houses of Parliament and local Councils 
since 1909. 

Netherlands. 

First Chamber, since 1923. 

Greece. 

Chamber of Deputies, 1946-52, and at intervals 
before this. 


(iv) Large freedom of choice, not confined to candidates of one 
list (panachage) 

Finland. 

Parliament (single chamber) 1906-35. 


^ The 1946 system did provide for some choice between candidates, but this was 
ineffective. See p. 221. 
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Switzerland. 

National Council, since 1919. 

Most Cantonal Councils, from 1891 onwards. 
Luxembourg. 

Chamber of Deputies, since 1919. 

B. Mixed System. (First-past-the-post corrected by party 
list. No choice between candidates.) 

Germany. 

Bundestag and Landtage since 1946. 

Denmark. 

Folketing, 1915-20. 

C. Single Transferable Vote 

Republic of Ireland. 

Both Houses of Parliament since 1922. 

Sligo Town Council under an Act of 1918; all 
local Councils since 1919. 

Northern Ireland. 

Senate. 

University MPs, 1921-65. 

Lower House, 1921 and 1925. 

Assembly, since 1973. 

Local Councils, 1920 and since 1973. 

United Kingdom. 

Nine University MPs, 1918-45. 

Scottish Education Authorities, 1918-28. 

Church of England: 

House of Laity, 1920-70. 

Proctors, 1921-70. 

General Synod since 1970. 

Committees of unofficial bodies, including: 
Liberal Party, 

Young Conservatives (Midland Counties 
Federation). 

Common Wealth Party, 

Peace Pledge Union, 

Fellowship of Reconciliation, 

National Marriage Guidance Council, 
Crusade for World Government, 

Zionist Federation, 

Building Societies Institute, 

Dental Board, 
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General Dental Council, 

National Union of Students, 

National Union of Teachers, 

Woolwich Equitable Staff Association, 

John Lewis Partnership, 

Cotton and Rayon Merchants’ Association, 
National Council for Civil Liberties, 
Institution of Electrical Engineers, 

Institution of Production Engineers, 
Association of Supervisory Electrical Engineers, 
Institute of Public Relations, 

Institute of Office Management, 

Royal Arsenal Co-operative Society, 
Manchester and Salford Co-operative Society, 
Students’ Unions of numerous Universities and 
Colleges. 

Canada. 

Winnipeg (Manitoba), Calgary and Edmonton 
(Alberta). 

Australia. 

Commonwealth Senate, since 1949, 

New South Wales: Upper House, since 1932, 
Armidale Town Council; other Town Coun¬ 
cils, 1953—68, and by poll since then. 

Tasmania: Lower House, since 1907, 

Insitution of Engineers of Australia, 

Commonwealth Public Service Professional Offi¬ 
cers’ Association, 

State Electricity Commission (Victoria), 

Victoria Railways Professional Officers’ Asso¬ 
ciation, 

Henry George League (Victoria). 

New Zealand. 

Victoria University Students’ Association 
(Wellington). 

India. 

Indirect election of the Upper House. 

South Africa. 

Senate, since 1909. 

Malta. 

Senate and Legislative Assembly, since 1921. 
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Gibraltar. 

Legislative Council, 1950—69. 

USA. 

City Council of Cambridge (Mass.), 

New York (1937-47) and other cities at various 
periods. 

New York School Board, since 1970. 

National Council for Civil Liberties, 

Student Councils of Ohio, Vermont, Pennsylvania 
and Lehigh Universities and of Elizabethtown 
and Muhlenberg Colleges, Pennsylvania. 

Some World Federalist Organizations, 

World Federation for Mental Health. 
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Examples of Elections under Proportional 

Systems 


A. LIST SYSTEMS 

I. No effective choice between candidates 

France 

National Assembly (2- to lo-member constituencies) 

Oct. 1945 June 1946 Nov. 1946 

Votes Seats Votes Seats Votes Seats 

Communists 26% 145=26!% 26% 146—26!% 28% 169=30% 

MRP 24% 143=26% 28% 167=30!% 26% 164=29% 

Socialists 23% 134=24!% 21% 129=23!% 18% 101=18% 

Radical Socialists 6% 20= 4% 8% 32= 6% 10% 43= 8% 

Parties of Right 15% 35= 6% 13% 35= 6!% 12% 38= 7% 

Others 6% 71=13% 4% 39= 7% 6% 47= 8% 

Israel 

(One constituency, covering the whole country) 

Constituent 



Assembly, 1949 

Knesset, 1965 


Votes, 

% Seats 

Votes 

% Seats 

Mapai (Labour) 

35 

4®—3®% 

367 

45=37-5% 

Rafi (Ben Gurion) 

— 

— 

7-9 

10= 8-3% 

Mapam (Left-wing Labour) 

15 

19 = 16% 

6-6 

8= 67% 

Religious parties 

12 

16 = 13% 

14-1 

17 = 14-2% 

Hcrut (Right) 

Hi 

14=12% 

21-3 

26=21-7% 

General Zionists 

5 

7= 6% 

— 

— 

Progressives 

4 

5= 4% 

— 

— 

Communist, Arab \ 

3l 

4= 3% 

2-3 

3= 2-5% 

Jewish / 



I-I 

I = 0-8% 

Ind. Liberal 

— 

— 

3*8 

5= 4-2% 

Arab 

— 

— 

3*3 

4= 3-3% 

New Force 

— 

— 

1*2 

I = 0-8% 

Others 

14 

9= 8% 

1-7 

0 

Totals 

100 

120 100 

100-0 

120 100*0 


Note : Owing to large-scale immigration, the population more than doubled 
between these two elections. 
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Sweden 
1968 

(2- to 12-member 
constituencies) 

Votes, % Seats 
50-1 125=53-6% 

i6-i 39 = >6-7% 

15-0 34 = 14-7% 

13-9 32 = 13-7% 

30 3= 1-3% 

1-9 o 

233 


2. Choice of oM candidate within the list 

Belgium 


Chamber of Representatives (2- to 32-member constituencies) 




1946 


i. 97 r 


Voles 

Seats 

Votes 

Seats 

Christian Soc. 

43% 

92 = 45 i% 

30-0% 

66=31-1% 

Socialists 

33% 

69=34% 

27-2% 

61 =28-8% 

Liberals 

9 i% 

17= 8i% 

16 - 7 % 

34=16-0% 

Communists 

13% 

23 = 11% 

3 - 2 % 

5= 2-4% 

Flemish Nat. 



11-0% 

22 = 10-4% 

French Nat. 



11-4% 

24 = 11-3% 

Others 


1= i% 

0-5% 

0 


202 212 


Finland 

Single chamber, 1972 (15 constituencies; one of i seat, the 
others 9 to 21 seats each) 

Constituencies are based on population, not electorate, which 
favours parties that are strong in regions of high birth-rate. 


Social Democratic Party 

Votes 

25-8% 

Seats 

55=27-5% 

Centre Party (Agrarians until 1965) 

Finnish People’s Democratic League (Comm.) 

16-5% 

35 = 17 - 5 % 

17-1% 

37 = 18-5% 

National Coalition (Conservatives) 

17-5% 

34=17-0% 

Liberal People’s Party 

5 - 1 % 

7 = 3-5% 

Swedish People’s Party 

5-3% 

10= 5-0% 

Christian Union 

2 - 5 % 

4= 2-0% 

Finnish Farmers’ Party 

9-2% 

18= 9-0% 

Others 

1-0% 

0 


1970 

(2- to 36-mcmbei 
constituencies) 


VoteSy ^ 

Vn Seats 

45*3 

163 =46-6% 

19*9 

71 =20-3% 

i 6-2 

58=16-6% 


41=11-7% 

4-8 

0^ 

00 

II 

2-3 

0 


350 


Social Democrats 

Centre 

Liberals 

Conservatives 

Communists 

Others 
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3. Choice of more than one candidate within the list 

Italy 

1946 

Constituent Assembly 



Votes 

Seats 

Christian Democrats 

35% 

207=37% 

Socialists 

21% 

115=21% 

Communists 

19% 

104 = 19% 

Democratic Union 

7% 

4>= 7i% 

Uomo Qualunque 

5% 

30= 5% 

Others 

13% 

59 = ioi% 


556 


1972 

Chamber of Deputies (constituencies electing about 5 to 36 
members each) 



Votes 

Seats 

Christian Democrats 

38-8% 

267 =42-4% 

Communists 

27-3% 

179=28-6% 

Socialists 

9 - 5 % 

6t= 9-7% 

Social Democrats 

5 - 2 % 

29= 4-6% 

Extreme Right 

8 - 7 % 

56= 9-0% 

Liberals 

3 - 9 % 

21= 3 - 3 % 

Republicans 

2 - 9 % 

14= 2-2% 

S. Tyrol People’s Party 

0 - 5 % 

3= 0-2% 

Others 

3 - 2 % 

0 


630 


Greece 

Chamber of Deputies 

1950 ^951 



Votes 

Seats 

Votes 

Seats 

Populist 

> 8 - 3 % 

58=23-2% 

6 - 7 % 

2= 0-8% 

Liberal 

i6-8% 

54=21-6% 

i 9 ->% 

57=22-4% 

Centre Union 

17 - 7 % 

49 = 19-6% 

23-4% 

74=25-8% 

Democratic Socialist 

10-6% 

34 = 13-6% 

2-2% 

0 

Democratic Front 

10 - 3 % 

22= 8-8% 

10-5% 

10= 3-6% 

Independent Coalition 

7 - 6 % 

16= 6-4% 


— 

Nat. Regeneration Front 

5 - 0 % 

9 = 3 - 6 % 

— 

— 

National Party 

3 - 4 % 

4 = »-6% 

— 

— 

New Party 

2 - 5 % 

2= 0-8% 

— 

— 

Farmers 

1-6% 

2= 0-8% 

1 - 4 % 

1= 0-4% 

Greek Rally 

— 

— 

36-6% 

114=44-0% 

Others (i6 parties) 

6-1% 

0 

— 

— 


Note: In addition to the seats won in the constituencies, others were dis¬ 
tributed on a national basis. In 1950, all parties were eligible to share in 
these additional seats; in 1951, only parties polling at least 17 per cent of the 
votes. 
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4. Large freedom of choice, not confined to one list 

Switzerland 


National Council, 1967 (Four i-member constituencies; others 


2 to 35 members) 



Votes 

Seats 

Conservatives 

22*0% 

45 = 22 i% 

Freisinnige (Radicals) 

23*1% 

49=24^% 

Liberals 

2 - 3 % 

6- 3 % 

Farmers, Citizens and Traders 

11-1% 

2I=Ioi% 

Social Democrats 

23-5% 

51=251% 

Democrats and Evangelicals 

3 - 1 % 

6= 3 % 

Independents 

9 -J% 

16= 8% 

Communists 

2 - 9 % 

5= 24% 

Others 

2 - 9 % 

I = 04% 


200 


B. MIXED SYSTEM 





Federal Republic of Germany 




W 49 


ujy2 


Votes 

Seats 

Votes 

Seats 

Christian Democrats 

31% 

139=31-5% 

44-8% 

224=45*1% 

Social Democrats 

29% 

131=32-5% 

45-9% 

230-46*4% 

Free Democratic Party 

12% 

52=13% 

8-4% 

42= 8*5% 

Communists 

6% 

15= 4-0% 

0-3% 

0 

Centre 

qO/ 

3 /o 

10= 2-5% 



Bavarian Party 

4% 

17= 4-0% 



German Party 

4% 

17= 4-0% 



German Right 

2% 

5 = 1-0% 

0-6% 

0 

Reconstruction Party 

3% 

12= 3-0% 



Independents 

5% 

3= 075% 



Others 

1% 

3= 075% 

0 - 3 % 

0 


400 496 


C. SINGLE TRANSFERABLE VOTE 

Republic of Ireland 


The Bail, 1933 (3- to 9-inember constituencies) 



Votes 

Seats 

Fianna Fdil 

494 % 

77 =504% 

Clann na Gaedheal 

304% 

48=314% 

Centre 

9 % 

11= 7% 

Labour 

6 % 

8 = 5% 

Independents 

5 % 

9 = 6 % 


153 
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(3- to 5-member constituencies) 




1948 



Votes 

Seats 

Votes Seats 

Fianna Fail 

42% 

II 

47-6% 72 = 52-3% 

Fine Gael 

20% 

31 =--21% 

34 - 2 % 47 =32-9% 

Clann na Poblachta 

13% 

7% 

0-8% 1= 0-7% 

Labour 

9% 

^r-= 9 i% 

15-3% 21=14-7% 

National Labour 

2l% 

3 i% 

I’armers 

5 % 

5 =^ 3 i% 

1-0% 2= 1-4% 

Independents and Others 

8i% 

> 4 = 9 i% 

1-1% 0 



146* 

• 43 * 

(26 3-member constituencies, 14 4-member, 2 5-meniber) 



1969 

1973 


Votes 

Seats 

Votes Seats 

Fianna Fail 

45 - 8 % 

*74=51-7% 

46-3% 69=47-9% 

Fine Gael 

34 '«% 

50=35-0% 

35 -•% 54 = 37 - 5 % 

Labour 

i 6 - 9 % 

i8 = i2*6% 

13-7% I 9 = « 3 - 27 o 
4-9% 2= 1-4% 

Others 

3 - 2 ?/o 

1= 0 - 7 % 



143* 

144 

* Plus the Speaker, by law returned unopposed. 



Tasmania 

House of Assembly (6-member constituencies) 

>909 1950 

{first PR election) 




Votes 

Seats 

Votes 

Seats 

Labour Party 

39% 

I 2 = 4 o 7 o 

481 % 

• 5 = 5 o 7 o 

Non-Socialists 

61% 

i 8 = 6 o 7 o 



Liberal Party 


— 

47 i% 

14=477, 

Independents 

— 

— 

4 % 

1= 3 % 




30 


30 



(7-member constituencies) 





1964 



197s 


Votes 

Seats 

Votes Seats 

Votes 

Seats 

Labour 






Party 

1 

5 *-3% 

19=54-370 

47 - 6 % 17=48-6% 

54-9% 

21 =60% 

JLilUd €ik 

Party 

38-5% 

16=45-7% 

44-07, 17=48-670 

38 - 47 o 

0 

11 

Others 

10-2% 

0 

8-47o t= 2-8% 

6 - 7 % 

0 
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Australian Senate, igSy 

of the 6o scats; 5 scats per state, regardless of electorate) 



Votes 

Seats 

Seats in proportion 
to votes 

Liberal-Country Party 

42-77% 

H 

13 

Australian Labour Party 

45-03% 



Democratic Labour Party 

9-77% 

2 

3 

Communists 

0 - 37 % 

0 

0 

Independent 

2-06% 

I 




Malta 





Legislative Assembly 





ig2i 


1971 


{first PR election) 

(5- and G-member 


{4-member constituencies) 

constituencies) 


Votes 

Seats 

Votes 

Seats 

Constitutional Party 

25% 

7 = 22 % 

1% 

0 

Malta Labour Party 

23% 

7 = 22 % 

5 J% 

28=51% 

Nationalist Party 

12% 

4 = 12 ^% 

48% 

27=49% 

Unione Maltese 

39 i% 

i 4 = 43 i% 

— 


Christian Workers’ Party — 


— 

— 

Others 

— 

— 

— 

— 


32 55 
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Thomas Hare’s Proposals 


T he principle of proportional representation by the single 
transferable vote was first suggested by Thomas Wright 
Hill in 1821. A form adaptable to the secret ballot was 
put forward by Andrae in 1855, and by Thomas Hare soon after 
the 1857 general election in a pamphlet entitled ‘The Machinery 
of Representation’; it was elaborated in Hare’s treatise on ‘The 
Election of Representatives, Parliamentary and Municipal’, 
published in 1859. These original proposals underwent various 
modifications, an account of which can be found in the fourth 
edition, 1873 (page numbers quoted below refer to that edition). 

Although Hare certainly recognized that his system would 
give representation to minorities, he disliked having it described 
as a scheme merely for that object (Hare, p. xix); he wished it to 
be considered as a means of ‘making the exercise of the suffrage 
a step in the elevation of the individual character, whether it be 
found in a majority or in a minority’, and laid great stress on its 
quality of ‘personal representation’. Hare wished to liberate the 
voter from all unnecessary restraints (Hare, p. vii) and to give 
him the maximum both of freedom and of responsibility in his 
choice of a representative; to give expression to natural com¬ 
munity ofinterest, without confining the voter within boundaries, 
geographical or other. 

Each voter was to be allowed to support any candidate, any¬ 
where in the United Kingdom, and to guarantee the efficacy of 
his vote by providing for its transfer, if necessary, to other candi¬ 
dates in the order of his preference. A candidate was to be 
declared elected on attaining the quota found by dividing the 
total votes in the country by the number of seats in the House of 
Commons; the votes cast for a candidate in his own locality 
were to be counted for him first, those from more distant places 
only if required to make up the quota (Hare, p. 164). Something 
of the same idea is found in the Danish electoral system—see 

287 



APPENDIX III 

this vulumr, p. i8j. It seems curious that in some versions of t! 
sciie/nc Notes- wrre utilized by transfer only from a successful 
CdSIcHdiite with a surplus, not from one at the bottom of the 
poll;^ in the fourth edition, howrver, Hare does describe both 
processes and cites (Hare, p. 331) a model election by VV. R. 
Ware in the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, whose pro- 
cedure is nearly identical with standard modern practice. (The 
two differences are the use of the Hare instead of the Droop 
quota— see this volume, pp. 117, 146—and of the least accurate 
method of selecting surplus papers for transfer—see this volume, 
p. 119.) If votes cast for defeated candidates were not actually 
utilized by transfer, they were, however, allocated to whichever 
of the elected candidates the voter had placed highest on his 
paper, so that very few voters would be left without some person 
whom they could regard as ‘their’ MP (Hare, p. 173). It was 
intended that ballot papers should be signed and that a voter 
should be able to inspect his own paper and see to which candi¬ 
date it had finally been credited (Hare, p. 9). 

It will be seen that the main difference between the Hare plan 
and its later developments is that Hare intended votes to be 
utilizable anywhere in the country, not only within one con¬ 
stituency of five or so members. It is unfortunate that the scheme 
has never been tried in this form, for it is difficult to estimate how 
nuch difference it would make to the actual results, how much 
extra labour it would involve, and whether the advantages were 
sufficiently substantial to be worth this extra labour. There are 
certainly attractions in the more complete freedom given to the 
voter by Hare’s scheme, but the general opinion now is that the 
smaller constituency gives good enough results; the main bene¬ 
ficiaries of transfers of votes from one constituency to another 
would presumably be nationally-known candidates, who are 
already sure of election in the smaller PR constituencies, and 
candidates of very small parties. The small parties would 
certainly benefit; the question is whether this advantage would 
be great enough to justify the labour involved in applying Hare’s 
method to an electorate of thirty millions (the electorate in 1857 
was 1,227,274). 

* See also C. L. Dodgson, T/ie Principles of Parliamentary Representation, p. 32. 
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Conduct of a Single Transferable Vote 

Count 


W hile the essential features of the count remain every¬ 
where the same, the exact method of their application 
varies. The variations concern mainly the degree of 
accuracy considered desirable in the transfer of a surplus, and a 
choice between them will depend primarily on the number of 
votes involved. 

In the election described on pp. 115-22 nearly 45,000 voters 
took part, and for such a number the rules laid down for the 
election of the Irish Bail or the Maltese parliament have been 
found by those countries to be adequate; these are available in 
the Electoral Reform Society’s pamphlet No. 98. 

For the much smaller electorate involved in elections to the 
Irish Senate, a method removing all element of chance is 
needed—the ‘senatorial rules’^ These are increasingly used by 
voluntary organizations, notably by the Church of England, 
from whose information office at Westminster they can be 
obtained. A slightly modified version is contained in the Electoral 
Reform Society’s pamphlet No. 103, and a description in popular 
language by Peter Dawes and Colin O. Buchanan in its pam- 
plet No. 100. 

Despite its relatively large electorates (about 30,000 voters per 
constituency, or not far short of the number for the Irish Bail), 
Tasmania has from the first used the senatorial rules, transferring 
each paper at a reduced value, but this is not apparent from 
their result sheets, for the fractional value of each paper is 
multiplied by the number of papers concerned and the fraction 
in the product is neglected; ako, the quota is calculated as a 
whole number. 

The rules used in the Northern Ireland local government 

See p. 139. 
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elections of 1973 are a modification of the senatorial rules. The 
modifications concern mainly the avoidance of all inessential 
operations—for example, the returning officer is not permitted to 
transfer a surplus if that transfer can make no difference to the 
succeeding stage. These rules are incorporated in the Northern 
Ireland Statutory Rules and Orders, igys. No. 122 (District Council 
elections) and Statutory Instrument, igys. No. 8 go (Assembly 
election) and are published by the Electoral Reform Society as 
its Pamphlet No. 103. 
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Points System 


N o recorded exarrvpVes are krrowir of ikrs SYSlcm fn ac\ua\ 
use; three theoretical illustrations will show how it may 
fail to give a fair result. Each of these illustrations uses 
that form of the method in which the elected candidates arc 
those with the lowest totals of preferences (sec p. 90). 

Example I 


Best candidate may be defeated 
Two to elect out of Jive candidates 




Candidates and Preferences 


A 

B 

C 

D 

E 

No. I Voter 

I 

2 

3 

4 

5 

No. 2 „ 

I 

3 

2 

4 

5 

No. 3 „ 

I 

3 

4 

2 

5 

No. 4 „ 

5 

I 

2 

3 

4 

No. 5 „ 

5 

3 

1 

2 

4 

Total 

13 

12 

12 

15 

to 


The elected candidates are B and C, with a value of 12 each, 
but A, who polled three first preferences, could defeat either in 
a straight fight by three votes to two. 
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Example ll 

.\'o security for fair representation 
Four to elect out of five candidaks 


I 

! Candidates and Preferences 



A 


C 

D 


No. 

I 

V^oter 

I 

2 

3 

4 

5 

No. 

2 


I 

2 

3 

4 

5 

No. 

3 


I 

2 

3 

4 

5 

No. 

4 


4 

* 

2 

3 

5 

No. 

5 


4 


2 

3 

5 

No. 

6 

! 

4 

I 

2 

3 

5 

No. 

7 

1 

n 

3 

4 

I 

2 

5 

No. 

8 


3 

4 

I 

2 

5 

No. 

9 

9i 

3 

4 

I 

2 

5 

No. 

10 

99 

2 

3 

4 

j 

5 

No. 

11 

99 

2 

3 

i ^ 

1 

5 

No. 

12 

99 

2 

3 

4 

1 

5 

No. 

13 

99 

2 

3 1 

4 

5 

1 

No. 

H 

99 

2 

3 1 

4 

5 

I 

No. 

15 

99 

2 

3 

4 

5 

I 

No. 

16 

99 

2 

3 

I 

4 

5 

I 

Total 

38 

1 

1 42 

46 

50 

64 


E has the support (first preference) of four voters out of the 
sixteen. Under a proportional system he is entitled to be elected 
as one of the four representatives. But party ABCD, by voting 
according to plan, can ensure E’s defeat. In the example, the 
total value of preferences for A, or B, or C, or D is less than the 
total value of preferences for E. 


Example III 

The representation obtained by a party depends on the way 
its voters distribute their preferences among that party’s candi¬ 
dates—a highly disciplined party, which can arrange that 
approximately equal numbers of first preferences go to each of 
its candidates, may get more seats than a larger party whose 
voters follow their own inclinations—especially if this larger 
party has one outstandingly popular candidate. 
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There are three to be ejected and each ol two parties puts vip 
three candidates. The party with three voters elects candidates 
A and C; the party with four voters elects only candidate D. 


Candidates and Preferences 



^ i 

B 


D 

E 

F 

1 

No. I Voter 

1 I ! 

2 

i 3 

4 

5 

6 

No. a „ 

1 2 1 

3 

1 

4 

5 

6 

No. 3 „ 

i 3 

I 

2 

4 

6 

5 

No. 4 „ 

4 

5 

: ^ 

I 

2 

3 

No. 5 „ 

! 4 ; 

6 

'' 5 ' 

I 

1 2 

3 

No. G „ 


5 

4 1 

1 

I 3 

2 

No. 7 „ 

; f) 

1 ' 

6 

' 1 

I 

I 

i 3 

1 2 

j Total votes 

i 

! 

28 

I “5 

1 16 

1 

1 26 

27 


As compared with the single transferable vote, a points system 
has no material advantage as regards saving of time, since 
elaborate precautions need to be taken to avoid errors. 


293 







APPENDIX VI 


Election of One Person by a Majority 

T hough the alternative vote is the commonest method of 
securing election by a clear majority, it is not the method 
likely to give the most general satisfaction. For instance, 
in an election in which first preferences are given as follows: 

Black 14 
Gray 2 
White 15 

Gray will be eliminated and the second preferences of his two 
supporters will decide between Black and White. It may be 
argued, however, that this is unsatisfactory, since the final 
result can please only just over half the voters, the other half 
being very displeased—while if Gray were elected it might be 
that all the voters would be reasonably satisfied. 

There are methods which do not inevitably defeat the candi¬ 
date who is everyone’s second preference; their relative merits 
are discussed by J. R. Bainbridge {Public Administration (Aus¬ 
tralia), December 1947, p. 418), Duncan Black {Canadian 
Journal of Economics and Political Science, May 1949, p. 158) and 
J. F. S. Ross {Elections and Electors, Chapters 5 to 7, and Par¬ 
liamentary Affairs, Summer 1953, p. 277). One such method is that 
of Borda,i in which a certain number of points is awarded to a 
candidate for each first preference he obtains, a smaller number 
of points for each second preference, and so on, the winner being 
the candidate with the largest total of points. This method has 
decided merits, but is still open to one of the objections raised 
against the points system for filling several vacancies: the result 
may depend on the relative values assigned to preferences. In 
the above example, supposing Gray to be the second choice 
of both Black’s and White’s supporters, if first, second and third 

^ Put forward in a paper read to the Acad^mie Royale des Sciences, i6 June 
1770, and published in the Histoire de VAcadimu Royale des Sciences for 1781. This 
appears to be the first proposal for preferential voting. 
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preferences are valued in arithmetical progression 2, i and o or 
3, 2 and I respectively, Gray will be elected; if, however, they 
are valued in geometrical progression 4, 2 and i, he must lose. 
(And it may weW be argued that the geometrical progression is 
the more logical, since it makes the ratio between one preference 
and the next independent of the number of candidates.) 

Tlie assigning of values to preferences is avoided in the 
methods proposed by E. J. Nanson (Royal Society of Victoria, 
1882; Proportional Representation by Hoag and Hallett, p. 491) 
and by G. H. Hallett, jnr. (ibid, p. 494). Those desiring sulEcient 
detail to enable them to use these methods should refer to 
Hoag and Hallett’s book; the principle employed is as follows:— 
Tlie first count in the above example shows that the number of 
voters wanting White most is greater than the number wanting 
Black or Gray most. If on the second count we eliminate Gray 
and transfer his supporters’ votes, we find out which of the two 
—Black or White—is preferred by most of the voters when they 
have no other choice; if both of Gray’s votes go to Black, Black 
will be elected instead of White. But we do not know how many 
people prefer Black to Gray or Gray to White; to discover this 
we must also eliminate White and Black in turn. If, then, it 
happens that all the ‘Whites’ detest the ‘Blacks’ and vice versa 
but each of those groups finds it can get along quite well with 
the ‘Grays’, the result of our operations will be: 

First Count Eliminate Gray Eliminate White Eliminate Black 
Black 14 16 14 — 

Gray 2 — 17 16 

White 15 15 — 15 

That is, Black is preferred to White but not to Gray, White is 
not preferred to either, and Gray is preferred to either Black or 
White. Gray is therefore elected. 

However, this method can give contradictory results. For 
instance, if the figures are: 

First Count Eliminate Gray Eliminate White Eliminate Black 
Black 12 15 16 — 

Gray 10 — 15 17 

White 9 16 — 14 

we find that White is preferred to Black, who is preferred to 
Gray, but Gray is preferred to White. Moreover, the method 
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quickly becomes cumbersome if there are more than three can¬ 
didates. The Borda system has less serious defects. 

The objection to the single transferable vote for the filling of 
one vacancy by a majority (that it gives no chance of election 
to a candidate who approaches the position of being everyone’s 
second choice) does not apply to its use for filling several 
vacancies by quota. Usually, such a candidate will be among 
those elected, since the first transfers will be of surplus votes to 
him from candidates with many first preferences. If that does 
not happen, it must be because the great bulk of those who have 
placed him second have had their votes used to elect their first 
choice. In an election for three or more scats, it very seldom 
happens that the candidate who is bottom of the poll, and who 
remains bottom after the distribution of any surpluses, can show 
any evidence of being widely acceptable to the voters. Another 
consideration is that the election of a compromise candidate is 
less desirable when the body being elected includes two or more 
different opinions. When either Black or White can be elected, 
but not both. Gray may serve the whole body of voters better 
than either, but a committee that includes both White and 
Black will feel less need for Gray. When both White’s and 
Black’s supporters are represented by their first choice, there is 
not the same reason for wishing to have them represented also 
by their second choice. 
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Proposals in the British Parliament 
for Reform of the Voting System 

1832. Limilcd Vote for Parliamentary elections (Mackwortli 
Praed). Rejected. 

1854. Limited Vote for Parliamentary elections (Lord John 
Russell). Bill dropped. 

1867. Cumulative Vote for Parliamentary elections (Robert 
Lowe). Rejected. 

Limited Vote for Parliamentary elections (Lord Cairns). 
Adopted. 

1870. Cumulative Vote for School Board elections (Lord 
Frederick Cavendish). Adopted. 

1872. Bill for Proportional Representation by the Single Trans¬ 
ferable Vote in Parliamentary elections (Walter Morri¬ 
son). Rejected. 

1888. Amendment to Bill setting up County Councils; to intro¬ 
duce Proportional Representation by the Single Trans¬ 
ferable Vote (Sir John Lubbock). Rejected. 

1907. Municipal Representation Bill (Lord Courtney) for the 
optional use of Proportional Representation by the Single 
Transferable Vote in municipal elections. Referred to 
Select Committee. 

1908. Municipal Representation Bill, amended in accordance 
with Select Committee’s recommendations, passed by 
House of Lords. 

Alternative Vote Bills (J. M. Robertson, Dundas White, 
Dunn). No facilities. 

1909. Municipal Representation Bill introduced in House of 
Commons (James Gibb). No facilities. 

1910. Municipal Representation Bill reintroduced (Aneurin 
Williams). No facilities. Preliminary resolution carried. 
Alternative Vote Bill (Crawshay Williams). No facilities. 
School Board Elections (Scotland) Bill (W. Phipson 
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Beale), to replace the cumulative vote by the single 
transferable vote. No facilities. 

Royal Commission on Electoral Systems reported that 
the case for applying Proportional Representation by the 
Single Transferable Vote to Parliamentary elections had 
not been proved conclusively but that municipal elec¬ 
tions afforded a good field for testing it. 
igii. House of Lords Reconstitution Bill (Lord Lansdowne), 
for partly elected House, using Proportional Representa¬ 
tion by the Single Transferable Vote. 

Municipal Representation Bill reintroduced (J. M. 
Robertson). 

Alternative Vote Bill (Crawshay Williams) reintroduced. 

1912. Deputation to Government on Irish Home Rule Bill; 
amendments incorporating Proportional Representation 
by the Single Transferable Vote accepted. 

Proportional Representation Bill (R. D. Holt). No 
facilities. 

1913. Proportional Representation Bill reintroduced (L. S. 
Amcry). No facilities. 

Municipal Representation Bill reintroduced (H. G. 
Chancellor) under ten-minute rule. No facilities. 

School Board Elections (Scotland) Bill reintroduced (Sir 
W. Phipson Beale). No facilities. 

1914. Municipal Representation Bill reintroduced in House of 
Lords and passed. 

Deputation to President of Local Government Board 
(Herbert Samuel) on Municipal Representation Bill. 
Promise of inquiry by Select Committee; stopped by war. 

1916. Speaker’s Conference on Electoral Reform. Recom¬ 
mended Proportional Representation by the Single 
Transferable Vote; incorporated in Representation of 
the People Bill, 1917. 

1917. Representation of the People Bill established Propor¬ 
tional Representation by the Single Transferable Vote 
for the election of nine University MPs; application to 
the election of 211 MPs in urban areas defeated by 7 on 
a free vote. 

1918. Scottish Education Act; established Proportional Repre¬ 
sentation by the Single Transferable Vote for the new 
Education Authorities. 
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Sligo Corporation Act, prescribing Proportional Repre¬ 
sentation by the Single Transferable Vote for election of 
Town Council. 

House of Lords committee drew up schedule of PR con¬ 
stituencies for experimental use under Representation of 
the People Act, 1918. Rejected by House of Commons. 
1919. Local Elections (PR) Bill passed House of Lords. 

Local Government (Ireland) Act. Prescribed Propor¬ 
tional Representation by the Single Transferable Vote 
for all local government elections in Ireland. 

19:^0. Government of Ireland Act. Prescribed Proportional 
R(^prescnlation by the Single Transferable Vote for all 
Irish Parliamentary elections. 

Local Elections (PR) Bill (Lord Parmoor) passed House 
of Lords. Starred by Government, but no time given in 
Commons. 

PR amendment to Representation of the People Act, 
1918. Defeated. 

Proportional Representation Bill (A. C. Morrison-Bell). 
No facilities. 

1921. Local Elections (PR) Bill reintroduced and passed House 
of Lords. 

Proportional Representation Bill (Sir T. Bramsdon). 
Defeated. 

1922. Proportional Representation Bill (A. C. Morrison-Bell) 
won a place in private member’s ballot but too low for 
further progress. 

Local Elections (PR) Bill reintroduced in Commons. 

1923. Local Elections (PR) Bill reintroduced (Harold Morris) 
and obtained second reading debate; defeated by 169 to 
157 - 

Local Elections (Alternative Vote) Bill (Dr. Chappie). 
No facilities. 

1924. Bill to amend Representation of the People Act, 1918, by 
introducing Proportional Representation by the Single 
Transferable Vote (Athelstan Rendall). Defeated. 

1927. Debate on electoral reform in the House of Lords. 

1928. Motion for an inquiry (Earl Grey) discussed in House of 
Lords. No action by Government. 

Proposal for reform of House of Lords (Earl of Claren- 
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don), inducUng 150 Peers elected by PR or Cumulative 
V ote. .Specific proposal rejected, but principle of fair 
representation of parties endorsed. 

1930. Report of L'Jlswater Conference. Division on party Jincs; 
no agreed recommendation 

1931. Alternative X'^otc Bill, promoted by Labour Government, 
with Liberals supporting it as a second best. Passed House 
of Commons but did not become law owing to fall of 
GovtTivmeivl. 

1932. Local Elections (PR) Bill reintroduced (Robert Bernays). 
Talked out. 

1933. Bill for reform of House of Lords (Lord Salisbury), in¬ 
cluding election by Proportional Representation by the 
Single Transferable Vote. 

House of Commons; motion for reform (H. Holdsworth) 
talked out. 

1936. Metropolitan Borough Councils (PR) Bill—non-adop- 
tive—applying Proportional Representation by the 
Single Transferable Vote to the Metropolitan Boroughs 
(Sir Percy Harris). Application to London only resisted 
by Government. 

1937. Local Elections (PR) Bill—non-adoptive—applying 
Proportional Representation by the Single Transferable 
Vote to Metropolitan Boroughs, County Boroughs and 
London County Council (Sir William Wayland). 

1938. Second reading counted out. 

Local Elections (PR) Bill reintroduced (T. E. Harvey). 
No time available. 

1940. Local Government and Register of Electors Bill; T. E. 
Harvey pressed unsuccessfully for inclusion of PR. 

Motion in House of Lords (Lord Rea) for Speaker’s 
Conference. 

London Government Bill; amendment (T. E. Harvey) 
for PR rejected. 

1943. Motion for conference on electoral reform (G. W. 
Rickards). 

1944. Speaker’s Conference. Division on party lines, both in Con¬ 
ference and in Parliamentary debates. Reform rejected. 

1948. Representation of the People Bill. Various amendments 
to introduce PR for Parliamentary and London County 
Council elections; none successful. 
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1950. Following general election, request by Winston Churchill 
(Leader of the Conservative Opposition) for an inquiry 
by a Select Committee. Rejected by Labour Government 
and not supported by Churchill’s party. 

1954. Representation of the People (St. Albans) Bill, for the 
use of the alternative vote li -i an experimental period of 
ten years. Introduced by John Grimston, MP for St. 
Albans. Counted out. 

1964. Bill introduced by Dr. Donald Johnson under the ten- 
minute rule to allow any constituency to adopt the alter¬ 
native vote if it wished. Opposed by the government; 
defeated, 137 to 20. 

1965. Speaker’s Conference appointed to consider, among 
many other matters, ‘methods of election, with particular 
reference to preferential voting’. Reported in 1968, 
recommending ^by 19 to i) no change in the present 
system. 

1969. Representation of the People Act. Mr. Eric Lubbock on 
the second reading pressed for STV and criticized 
secrecy of the Speaker’s Conference; on the committee 
stage moved an amendment for STV in London local 
government elections. Negatived. 

1972. Local Government Bill. Mr. John Pardoe moved an 
amendment for the use of the single transferable vote in 
all local government elections. Withdrawn. 

Order restoring PR for local government elections in 
Northern Ireland approved. 

1973. Northern Ireland Assembly Act. Provides for the election 
of 78 Assembly members by the single transferable vote 
in the 12 constituencies used for elections to the House of 
Commons at Westminster. 

Northern Ireland Constitution Act. Extends the pro¬ 
vision of the Northern Ireland Assembly Act for the use of 
the single transferable vote to ‘any subsequent election of 
members of the Assembly’. 
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The British Election, February 1974 

T he British general election held on the 28 February 
1974 set off' an unprecedented wave of comment and 
protest. The result of that election might have been 
designed to illustrate all the anomalies of the single-member 
first-past-the-post system and to demonstrate that it cannot be 
relied upon to fulfil any of the purposes for which an election 
might be designed. 

The feature which most provoked public reaction was the 
huge discrepancy between the votes cast for Liberal candidates 
and the seats they won. Fighting 517 out of the 635 constituen¬ 
cies, Liberals polled nearly one-fifth of the total votes and more 
than half as many as the number given to either of their larger 
rivals, yet this gave them only 14 seats, against 301 Labour and 
296 Conservative. 

Less remarked was the anomaly of the two largest parties 
(each fighting all seats except the twelve in Northern Ireland). 
The Conservatives polled a quarter of a million more votes 
than Labour, but won five fewer seats (the 1951 election in 
reverse). This happened in spite of the fact that, as always, 
most of the seats won on minority votes were Conservative ones. 

Most constituencies had at least three candidates, several as 
many as six, and the number of MPs elected with fewer votes 
than their opponents combined rose to the record level of 
408—234 Conservative, 150 Labour, 9 Liberal, 7 Scottish or 
Welsh Nationalist, and 8 others. This not unnaturally en¬ 
couraged the idea that to get rid of this anomaly by using the 
alternative vote would give a fairer result. There is no cer¬ 
tainty of this, for it would hardly touch the basic defect of any 
single-member system—that, even if each seat is won by a clear 
majority, anything up to half the votes may still be cast for 
losing candidates and therefore have no effect on the result, 
and that a huge majority like the 34,941 in Hemsworth can 
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Iiave no more effect than tlie tiny majority of three votes in 
Carmarthen. The number of votes ‘wasted’ on losing candidates 
in a British general election is usually about 45 per cent; in 
this election it reached 513 per cent, including not only most 
of the six million Liberal votes but four and a half million 
Conservative votes and over four million Labour ones. 

This election produced relatively few defeats of notable 
personalities, but there were several cases in which a man or 
woman of high repute was deprived of a seat by redistribution, 
which would not have happened with the single transferable 
vote in multi-member constituencies. The retiring members for 
the two former divisions of Paddington both fought the one 
constituency to which these were reduced, and there were 
many expressions of regret that one of them was bound to be 
lost to the House of Commons. Had Paddington been part of 
a larger constituency, electing, say, seven MPs before redistribu¬ 
tion and five afterwards, both could have been re-elected, and 
indeed would have been if the voters of their respective parties 
valued them highly. 

The British electoral system is usually defended on the ground 
that it tends to reduce the number of parties to two and to give 
strong and stable government by one party with a working 
majority in the House of Commons. This is obviously untrue 
of the 1974 parliament. Not only has no one party any overall 
majority, but neither of the two largest can form such a majority 
without the help of at least two of the smaller ones. The House 
contains representatives of ten parties, plus one Independent, 
and the 1,202 unsuccessful candidates fought under thirty 
additional designations. 

Not only does this rule out ‘strong government’ in the usual 
British sense of that expression, but the electoral system puts 
great obstacles in the way of carrying on government by any 
form of co-operation between parties. The outgoing govern¬ 
ment, with the support of both opposition parties, had changed 
the system in Northern Ireland with the express purpose of 
promoting that co-operation, and it did in fact make possible 
the coming together in the Executive of traditional opponents— 
while much of this good work was undone by the X-voting 
election of the twelve Westminster MPs for Northern Ireland. 
In this, the old antagonisms reared their heads again, the old 
difficulties involved in attempts not to split the ‘moderate’ vote 
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rccurrrd, and thr ProlMlant XcyaJms’ captured e),.,., , , 

twelve sem hr only per cent of,he votes, thj g/rine 
themselves as well as to others) a greatly exaggerated imprL 
sion of their popular support. 

Had this election been held under the single transferable 
vote in multi-member constituencies, it is virtually certain that 
there would still have been no overall m^'ority for any one 
party. The votes cast would of course have been different, to 
some unknown extent, but could hardly have been so different 
as to give any one party more than half the total. If the sup¬ 
port given to candidates of the various parties were about the 
same as in the actual election, the Conservatives, with 38 per 
cent of the total votes, and Labour with 37 per cent would 
have got about 250 seats each, and the Liberals, with their 
19 per cent, rather more than too. However, the atmosphere 
in which the necessary negotiations between parties would 
have taken place would have been very different. 

To begin with, each party would have known that it had its 
fair share of the seats and would not have been suffering from 
a sense of grievance. It would also have known that, since its 
share of the votes was unlikely to change drastically over a 
short period, a fresh election would probably leave it in the 
same position—there would be an end to the temptation which 
exists under the present system to gamble on a very different 
result for a very small change in the votes. It would have been 
easier for the parties to adjust themselves to the situation, since 
the voters would have been able to give a much clearer indica¬ 
tion of how they wished the country to be governed. 

Reference has already been made to the Irish election a year 
earlier, in which the voters, by giving their preferences first to 
Fine Gael candidates and then to Labour ones or vice versa, 
showed that the majority of them wanted a coalition of those 
two parties and secured for it a majority of the seats. The 
British voters, under STV, could have done the same kind of 
thing if they wished. Also, by their preferences between 
different candidates of the same party, they could have shown 
to which policies they attached most importance. 

Hence, either of the two possible solutions to the ‘deadlock’ 
would have been facilitated. There could have been a coalition 
of two or more parties, on a firm basis of known popular sup¬ 
port for a common programme, and such a coalition could in 
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due course have gone to the country' without any need for 
pacts in the constituencies for one of its component parties to 
stand down for another. Alternatively, one party could have 
taken office on its own but without a parliamentary majority. 
This is what the Labour party in fact did, but its prospect of 
long and successful government would have been increased by 
knowing with much greater certainty which of its policies had 
majority support in the country and being able to count on 
support in the House of Commons for those parts of its pro¬ 
gramme. It would have been secure in office so long as it kept 
within those limits, and would know that to stray far outside 
them would be both contrary to the principle of majority rule 
and dangerous to its prospects in the next general election. 

Even with the British electoral system, experience shows that 
it is not impossible for a party lacking an overall parliamentary 
majority to remain in office for a long period and to govern 
firmly. In Britain, we have to go back to the ig 10-14 govern¬ 
ment for an example, but in Canada in recent years minority 
governments have become the rule rather than the exception, 
and the parties are adapting themselves to that jx)sition. 

The essential is to accept that a party supported by less than 
half the voters—perhaps by not much over one-third, as in the 
case of the two largest parties in the 1974 election—cannot 
claim a right to impose the whole of its policy but has every 
right to initiate and carry through anything to which the 
majority assent. At the time of writing, there are signs that the 
parties represented in the House of Commons may be begin¬ 
ning to accept this modification of their usual practice. If so, 
it seems to be in accord with public opinion. A series of opinion 
polls’ show very small demand for a new general election and a 
large majority favouring either a continuance of the present 
minority government or a coalition of the three main parties. 
Also, 70 per cent of all electors think it would be a good idea to 
have a new voting system which would ensure that the seats 
won by a party were proportional to the votes cast for its 
candidates. Change is in the air. 

^ The Times, 25 March 1974 
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